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Abstract
The purpose of this research study is to gain firsthand insight into the experiences and
perceptions of students and parents regarding end-of-year high-stakes test failure. This insight
will be attained through qualitative data collection using interviews, surveys, demographics
reports, and state-monitored school report card results. All research will be conducted at two
predominately Black Title I urban middle schools in the southeastern United States. The research
will determine the social and emotional burden students, parents, and families carry when test
failure occurs. Proposed for this study will be two distinct research questions. The first question
will examine the variety of ways in which marginalized students experience high-stakes test
failure. The second research question will examine the experiences parents have when engaged
in student failure on high-stakes tests.

Keywords:
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), Georgia Milestones Assessment System
(GEMAS), GEMAS Failure, High-Stakes Tests, Marginalized, Low-Income, No Child Left
Behind (NCLB), and Urban.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Background of the Study

In the early 1980s, politicians throughout the United States looked to reverse the
problems caused by a historically flawed national educational system and what many of them
attributed to so-called urban decay (Cuthbert, 2017). As a result, in 1983, President Ronald
Reagan’s prized National Commission of Excellence in Education published A Nation at Risk, a
report that led to extensive national education school reform and policy changes (Cuban, 1990).
Vinovskis (2015) insists A Nation at Risk paved the way for the Bush administration’s legislation
of the polarizing national education reform policy known as the No Child Left Behind Act of
2001 (NCLB), placing heightened focus on student achievement as measured by high-stakes
tests as benchmarks of educational success. Graham (2013) asserts that even in the aftermath of
NCLB, student achievement on high-stakes tests has now evolved into the ultimate goal of
school superintendents and other educational power players nationwide.
The environment that is associated with high-stakes tests are defined as tests that carry
profound consequences for students or educators and the consequences of standardized
achievement tests range from student grade retention to rewards or punitive measures for schools
and school districts (Marchant, 2004). The underlying premise is that high-stakes tests are
systematic strategies for assessing student achievement based on the premise that student
learning increases as teacher accountability increases (Jones & Ennes, 2018). The process of
high-stakes testing is an educational process that many students attending public schools across
America will encounter throughout their elementary, middle, and high school years (Reardon &
Galindo, 2002).
Often some school stakeholders believe that high-stakes tests are developed and
administered with intentional and unintentional negativity, biases, and subjectivity. Reardon and
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Galindo further claim whether intentional or unintentional, schools are often judged annually by
how well students perform on tests based on content standards mastery. For example, when
schools perform well, they are viewed by local stakeholders and the public as good schools with
competent and exemplar students, teachers, and administrators. However, students are often
deemed failures when schools underperform, leading to teachers and administrators being tagged
as incompetent (Reardon & Galindo, 2002). Most schools are deemed underperforming and
incompetent are geographically located in marginalized urban and low-income Black school
communities (Jankov & Caref, 2017).
Problem Statement
Urban students nationwide face educational inequities derived from school practices,
such as limited curriculum and high-stakes testing that have historically influenced, reproduced,
and sustained social inequalities along racial, social class, and gendered lines (Manski, 1989).
These inequities are especially evident in urban Title-1 school settings in large metropolitan
areas throughout the country (Manski, 1989). According to Hayes (2008), the results of highstakes tests are often publicized through websites and televised via news media and local
newspapers. Hayes suggests that heightened government and news media attention to high-stakes
testing generated by NCLB has continued to negatively impact teachers' instructional creativity
and their ability to cater to students' soft skills and specific learning needs based on ability,
cultural background, and socioeconomic status (2008).
The long-term impact high-stakes assessments have on students’ social-emotional
psyche, college graduation, career opportunities, and underlying community economies receive
little attention (Pekrun, 2014). High-stakes testing does have some positive uses, such as being
used for student entry into STEM and other magnet-type programs and as a tool used for college
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admissions (Grimshaw et. al., 2014). There is also the contention that these uses are plagued by
adverse effects on learning, student wellbeing, and achievements, such as students being labeled
as failures and their communities being labeled as failing and undesirable school communities
for potential residents, home builders, and business attraction (Grimshaw et. al., 2014). Housing
and rent markets traditionally have a positive or negative connection with student achievement
within local school communities (Kohn, 2000).
These school communities, unfairly and subjectively labeled as undesirable school
communities, are often populated with marginalized poor blacks, who are generational victims of
government officials' obsession with centralized power, market ideology, and auditing culture
fixed on output (Benson, 2015). Through NCLB and high stakes testing the government has
created punitive legislation governing educational practices such as the ones implemented on the
war on drugs, "allowing for an increasing number of poor people of color to be policed"
(Benson, 2015). High-stakes testing is fueled by neoliberal reform that has resulted in the
creation of the Testing Industrial Complex (TIC) comparable to prison reform and the Prison
Industrial Complex as both complexes wage people, students, and inmates, as forms of currency
as financial greed and political power are valued over the individual human needs of low-income
blacks (Roberts, 2015).
Croft et al. (2015) suggest the TIC is continuously fueled by NCLB and power players
who contribute to educational inequity, such as Sonny Perdue, the former governor of Georgia.
One of three foundational components of the TIC is identified as "excessive high-stakes testing,"
which is not only seen as a burden to daily teaching practices but also leading to low-income
students often becoming ill, losing sleep, and becoming academic disengaged during annual test
seasons (Croft et al., 2015, p. 73).
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Research Questions
As a result of the emphasis on high-stakes testing and the ramifications for students in lowincome, marginalized communities, this qualitative study will investigate the effects of failure on
high-stakes testing on the social and emotional wellbeing of urban low-income Black students
and is guided by the following research questions:
1. In what ways have 8th-grade students who failed in the 5th grade experienced failure on
high-stakes tests in a predominantly Black, low-income urban school?
2. In what ways do parents engage this phenomenon regarding failure on high-stakes tests?
Purpose of the Study
In light of the labeling that occurs when schools underperform on high-stakes tests, the
purpose of this research study will be to explore the impact of student failure on urban students
and their parents. White (1982) claims there is little schools can do to influence students' success
independently from their socioeconomic status and family wellbeing. White further claims
students will carry factors of their background and socioeconomic status throughout primary
school years and into their adult life. Perry and McConney (2003) suggest "the higher a students'
socioeconomic status, the higher his or her educational outcomes tend to be." (p.1138). While
exploring the overall impact, this study will specifically examine the lived experiences regarding
the result of high-stakes test failure as experienced by marginalized black students and parents
from low socioeconomic backgrounds.
Significance of the Study
This study will examine how high-stakes tests failure leads to varied lived experiences as test
failure occurs in math and reading among marginalized students. Petegem et al. (2008) argue that
student academic achievement and performance on high stakes tests is often intertwined with
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course curriculum relatedness and overall social and emotional wellbeing. Currently, little
research exists that considers the social, emotional, economic, and societal implications testing
and assessment has marginalized black students. This research's intended outcome aims to
contribute to this current scarcity of research published and implications of testing and
assessment on urban low-income black students' and their parents’ experiences when high-stakes
test failure occurs. Minarechova (2012) has drawn attention to the fact that due to the
implementation of high-stakes tests, the primary goal of many schools is to focus on overall
school achievement, often ignoring the students' social and emotional needs. This study will also
highlight the educational and societal impact high-stakes testing has on students' social and
emotional wellbeing when failure occurs, specifically, marginalized black students.
As a supplement to past research and contributing to future research, this study will provide
firsthand data regarding low-income students, such as those referenced by Orfield and Deng
regarding the effects of poor performance on high-stakes tests. This study of how failure on highstakes tests affects low-income Black urban students, their parents, and family units will provide
research-based and authentic insight. This research will also contribute to the body of research to
further identify the impact of the failure of high-stakes testing on students' social and emotional
wellbeing. While some research exists on the effect high-stakes test failure has on student
wellbeing, this research seeks to provide more data regarding the social and emotional effect of
failure on high-stakes tests.
Organization of Study
This study consists of five chapters based on qualitative research and analysis. As shown
in Figure 1, chapter one introduces the problem, the purpose, and the significance of this
research. Chapter two reviews and synthesizes literature from past research. Chapter three
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outlines the qualitative methodology that will be used to guide the research process. Chapter
four details the results of the research; and, lastly, chapter five discusses the findings and suggest
implications for practice and future research. Figure 1 illustrates the organization of the study.
According to Miles and Huberman (1994), a conceptual framework “lays out the key factors,
constructs, or variables, and presumes relationships among them” (p. 440). Socioeconomics,
social culture (social-cultural), and intersectionality theories are most appropriate to investigate
student marginalization based on high-stakes test performance.
Conceptual Framework/Map
Jabreen (2009) describes a conceptual framework or guide as interlinked concepts that
provide a comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon, phenomena, or entire study. Different
from the theoretical framework, the conceptual framework provides and overview of the
interlocking concepts that guide the research. Following the conceptual map, this research
examines how the effects of high-stakes testing drive “interlinked concepts” of race,
socioeconomic status, and student achievement. Furthermore, the social and emotional impact of
high-stakes tests on low-income Black students is investigated. These factors will help illustrate
key current issues, expose gaps, and determine relationships key to research and literature when
referencing the marginalized target research population (Jabreen, 2009) as illustrated in Figure 2.
Baker and Johnston (2010) suggest the label of underperforming or failing is a potential
influencer of the social and emotional wellbeing of students attending schools where most
students are already dealing with home life issues commonly recognized as traits of the low
income and impoverished. As high-stakes testing has historically contributed to student social
and emotional wellbeing, Baker and Johnston further suggest the high-stakes testing deck has
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and is currently stacked against the marginalized. Figure 2 provides an objective overview of the
conceptual framework map listed in the appendices.
Definition of Terms
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). Enacted in 1965, allocates federal funding for
primary and secondary school education and forbs the establishment of a national curriculum
(U.S. Department of Education 2020).
Georgia Milestones Assessment System (GEMAS). Comprehensive summative end of the course
and end-of-grade assessment beginning in third grade and continuing throughout high school.
Milestone tests are designed to measure how well students have mastered and grown in content
knowledge in language arts, math, science, and social studies (Georgia Department of Education,
2020).
GEMAS Failure. Assigned to any student who scored 524 or lower during the 2018-2019 school
year in the content areas of math and language arts on the comprehensive end-of-grade
Milestones assessment (Georgia Department of Education, 2020).
High-Stakes Tests. Systematic methods for assessing student achievement based on the premise
that student learning increases as teacher accountability increases. Accountability outcomes are
often tied to a promotion, admissions, graduations, and salaries. Tests are usually normreferenced or criterion-referenced (Jones & Ennes, 2018).
Marginalized. Refers to individuals or groups of persons who have limited or no access to
serviceable social, economic, and educational opportunity
Low-Income. Refers to an individual or family whose taxable income during the previous
calendar year did not exceed 150 percent of the defined national poverty level (U.S. Department
of Education, 2020).

HIGH-STAKES TESTING

8

No Child Left Behind (NCLB, the 2001 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act). Establishes requirements for (1) yearly testing and assessments of student
performance; (2) State standards for and assessments of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP); (3)
local educational agency (LEA) identification of schools for improvement and corrective actions;
(4) reporting to parents and the public on school performance and teacher quality; (5) eligibility
requirements for school-wide programs; and (6) increased qualifications of teachers and
paraprofessionals (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).
Urban. Refers to significantly developed regional areas surrounding a major city. Most
inhabitants work industrialized jobs. Urban areas are characterized by dense human structures
such as houses, apartments, commercial buildings, roads, bridges, railways, and public
transportation services.
Delimitations
The researcher is aware of and understands the delimitations of this study. First of all,
this study focuses solely on the impact high-stakes test failure has on urban 5th grade students
and parents in two separate Title I schools only. Secondly, the participants are limited to students
and parents fitting the inclusion research guidelines located in the methodology (chapter 3). In
addition to participating in the federal free/reduced lunch program and being Black, students
must have earned a scale score of 524 or lower in reading and math. Parent participants must
have a child fitting the student inclusion criteria. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic student
participants who failed end-of-year high-stakes tests as 5th graders are currently in the 8th grade.
Additionally, this study's results will inform research but cannot be used as a
generalization. Research dependability will engage in accurate record-keeping while detailing
each step of the research process. Confirmability and authenticity will be ensured by
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documenting only data discovered during an ongoing transparent research process. However, the
transferability of this research study will be limited to research sites with comparable
demographics.
Limitations
The researcher is cognizant of the limitations of this qualitative research process. This
study is limited in that this research is limited to students and their parents in low-income,
majority-minority, failing Title-I middle schools with students and parents participating in free
and reduced lunch programs. Additionally, student participants are also limited to nine students
who failed end-of-year high-stakes tests in the 5th grade. This number makes up just under onethird the maximum allowable class size for a fifth-grade class in the state of Georgia, as the
maximum class size for a fifth-grade class is thirty-three (Ga Department of Education, 2020).
Lastly, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the State of Georgia Department of Education canceled
all grade high-stakes testing for the 2019-2020 school year. Additionally, the school district
approved student opt-outs during the 2020-2021 school year. All questions related to testing
failure will directly connect to or align with high-stakes test results from the 2018-2019 school
year.
Chapter Summary
Chapter one of this phenomengraphic study establishes the background, study purpose,
problem statement, research questions, significance, conceptual framework, and methodology.
The study background highlighted past educational systems reforms and enhancement. The
significance of this study is to provide firsthand experience and perception data regarding the
effects of poor performance by low-income Black students on high-stakes tests. Additionally,
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this chapter explains the theory applicability of intersectionality, socioeconomics, and social
culture. Lastly, included are relevant terms, delimitations, and limitations that further that
support this research process in its entirety.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

Chapter two presents a synthesis of literature discussing the impact high-stakes testing
has on low-income Black students whose families have been marginalized by having limited
resources and limited access to opportunity. Additionally, presented are the theoretical and
conceptual frameworks serving as an understructure for this research study. According to
Christensen and Bernard (1974) historical racial disparities and flawed equity distribution
directly impact educational attainment and assessment performance of low-income Black
students. Au (2014) claims that high-stakes test performance often shames the marginalized
while affording competitive advantages to non-marginalized middle-class students. While
investigating the experiences low-income Black students have when test performance is deemed
failing, this literature synthesis will canvass topics that influence high-stakes test failures, such as
historical inequalities and equity gaps interconnected with America's history of educational
reform.
Using the search terms high-stakes testing, low-income communities, student social and
emotional wellbeing, and student socioeconomic status, the researcher initially gained 10,241,00
combined results. The search was then narrowed by using the search terms educational reform,
poverty/marginalized students, and use of high-stakes tests in education, which yielded 582,800
results. Using other search terms such as NCLB, and adverse effects of high-stakes testing they
were further narrowed to 335 results. Using the narrowed search terms, searched were scholarly
articles, books, and conference proceedings from various peer-reviewed, professional, and
educational journals, such as Phi Delta Kappan, Journal of Instructional Psychology, AERA
Open, Journal of Planning Education and Research, Harvard Review, Developmental
Neuropsychology, The Education Journal, Theory Into Practice, Education Policy Analysis
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Archives, and the South African Journal of Education. Similarly, also searched were ERIC,
ProQuest, Galileo, and Google Scholar to identify articles with research material. Reviewed
literature identified and synthesized salient scholarly research and published documents that
provide a rationale for researching high-stakes testing effects on low-income Black students and
their families.
The theoretical framework of this study is followed by the literature review. The
theoretical framework will explain socioeconomics and social culture theories, which will
interconnect with the theory intersectionality to serve as a theoretical frame for this
phenomenographic research study. These three theories are used to support, challenge, or
improve upon the high-stakes testing rhetoric derivative upon present and past educational
practices and policies such as NCLB. While using literature to examine this phenomenon, five
categories emerged regarding the effects of high-stakes testing on marginalized people: historical
inequalities, impact of presidential reforms such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
(NCLB), the 2001 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the
possibilities of high-stakes testing, and protecting Black students from high-stakes test failure.
Another theme that emerged focused on the factors and effects of high-stakes test failure among
low-income black students.
Theoretical Framework
Howe (2000) argues that high-stakes testing not only measures student progress and
assigns labels of proficient or underperforming, but it additionally serves as an engine that drives
gaps of inequities in educational attainment, economic growth, and policymaker tax dollar
allocation validity between low-income school communities and their more affluent
counterparts. As student's experiences with high-stakes test failure are addressed in this study,
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Kimberle' Crenshaw's intersectionality theory serves as the primary theoretical frame to support
the research study. Rooted in the critical race theory Crenshaw (1989) originally formed her
intersectionality theory as theoretical ideology produced to analyze issues centered around Black
feminism. Crenshaw claims that intersectionality's embodiment of the critical race theory has
caused the theory to evolve into an approach that not only analyzes Black feminism but now
incorporates a much broader range of socio-political societal issues. These issues encompass
gender biases, sex discrimination, social identities, legal and political systems, and racial
inequality (Crenshaw et al., 2014).
In addition to being rooted in the critical race theory, the intersectionality theory has traits
of Parson's socioeconomics theory. Like the socioeconomics theory, the intersectionality theory
emphasizes poverty, lack of education, and subcultural values as crucial building blocks to an
individual's identity and overall life progression (Kapilashrami & Hankivsky, 2018). Moreover,
with additional traits derived from the social culture theory, the intersectionality theory will offer
a lens on how an individual's social interactions and the environment will factor into
development, substantiality, and achievement by utilizing aspects of society and cultural
experience (Vygotsky, 1978).
Serving as supplements to intersectionality, referencing these theories will assist in the
synthesis and exploration of how students and their parents experience high-stakes test failure.
As shown in Figure 3, this exploration is credited to all three theories underlying examinations of
elements encompassing socioeconomics, socio-politics, race, culture, and power. This figure
provides a visual representation of how socioeconomics and social culture theories are
foundational theories for the intersectionality theory. Also shown is how each of the three
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approaches is potentially applicable to high-stakes test failure and the experiences caused by
high-stakes tests.
Theory Overview
Crenshaw (2013) states in the late 1980s, she originally introduced intersectionality as a
heuristic term wrapped in feminism to emphasize the difference and the solidarities of sameness
in the context of anti-discrimination and social movement politics. Crenshaw further explains
that intersectionality uncovers how single-axis thinking undermines legal thinking, disciplinary
knowledge production, and social justice struggles. Hankivsky (2014) implies that Crenshaw's
intersectionality theory identifies intended and unintended consequences of instances such as
high-stakes test failure based on race, gender, socio-politics, and socioeconomics.
Through the theoretical framework of intersectionality with the inclusion of the theory of
socioeconomics and the theory of social culture, this phenomenographic study will be conducted
at a predominately Black Title-1 urban middle school in the southeastern United States. As
Hankivsy echoed Crenshaw (1989) claims her intersectionality theory helps identify both
intended and unintended consequences of development related to race, gender, socioeconomics,
and socio-politics. The intersectionality theory will be used to support students' and parents'
experiences regarding high-stakes test failure. Moreover, in combination with Parson's theory of
socioeconomics and Vygotsky's social culture theory intersectionality will also support
perceptions of students and parents as related to these experiences.
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Socioeconomics Theory
The socioeconomics theory will explain how high-stakes testing affects low-income
African American students and their communities regarding social and financial resources. Both
scholars and non-scholars have often viewed a person's social interactions, resource availability,
and community social terrain as a predetermining measuring stick of student and adult success.
This thought process supports the age-old notion that a person is simply destined to become a
product of their environment unless somehow the environment is altered or supplemented in
some manner (Parsons, 1970). Featherstone and Deflem (2003) suggest that persons from poor
socioeconomic communities and families behave in a socially less desirable manner and attain
less in education and financial growth throughout adolescence and adulthood than their more
affluent peers.
In a socially less desirable manner, this behavior is attributed to the social barriers posed
by restrictive socioeconomic structures causing a strain, creating a pattern of behaviors deemed
as not being the societal norm and having a negative connotation. These so-called barriers can
become obstacles that plague generations of families and communities alike (Featherstone and
Deflem, 2003). Rank (1999) suggests low-income Black communities have barriers fostered and
groomed through under-allocated resources, white privilege, and years of racial oppression and
injustices dating back to slavery and segregation in the United States. The unfortunate social
history of marginalized Blacks in the United States has created significant social and
socioeconomic disparities between Black and White citizens. Furthermore, Rank concludes the
following:
By the age of six, fifty-seven percent of black children will experience at least one year
of life below the poverty line than fifteen percent for white children. By age twelve, the
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percentages rise to sixty-seven percent for black children versus twenty-one percent for
white children. By age seventeen, sixty-nine percent of black children versus twenty-six
percent of white children will experience at least one year of life below the poverty line
(p. 96).
Parson's socioeconomic theory implies socioeconomic status and the condition of lowincome Black in America has a high potential impact on student success, specifically preparation
and performance on high-stakes tests. According to Tittenbrun (2013), a student's socioeconomic
is a direct link to family socialization and past economic sustainability. Furthermore, according
to Tittenbrun, a family's sustainability and productivity in the labor force can be correlated with
social wellbeing and advancement, as socialization is viewed as an underlying component of the
economy.
Due to the ramifications and consequences, a student's social structure and
socioeconomic status play in school performance, and lifetime progress and achievement
Bentham (1979) suggest that albeit unfortunate and unfair, unintended broad consequences are
derived from a person's past family status of limited socialization and poor socioeconomic status.
Portmore (2011) asserts that mainstream society's deontic obligation is to support and provide
adequate resources that foster equity. However, these equity efforts are often intentionally or
unintentionally undermined by persons who are naturally afforded more societal resources and
have different cultural and community dynamics than the marginalized (Portmore, 2011).
Social Culture Theory
Gopaldas & Fischer (2012) contend that Crenshaw's intersectionality can be interpreted
as an interdisciplinary addition to fields of study focused on social axes aimed at explaining and
exploring human phenomena along multiple social axes. These social axes have a broad range, as
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they can range anywhere from age to immigration. It's noted that Intersectionality incorporates
Vygotsky's social culture as it can also be inclusive of research context as polarizing as domestic
violence but as socially recognizable and revealed as fashion advertising (Gopaldas & Fischer,
2012).
Vygotsky’s theory of social culture (social-cultural) (1947, 1978) also serves as
complementing theory to Parson’s socioeconomics, as both can be intertwined with the theory of
intersectionality. Lantolf (2000) suggests that social culture in opposition to normal thinking and
orthodox thinking. Lantolf also suggests humans do not act and rely on the physical world alone
for survival, acceptance, attainment, and advancement. Vygotsky (1947, 1978) claims humans
rely on social interaction, economic opportunity, and non-tangible environmental circumstances
to shape life. Vygotsky further claims the human brain and human thought processes are
culturally shaped through experiences and available resources from birth. In support of
Vygotsky's theory, Lantolf implies “physical as well as symbolic (or psychological) tools are
artifacts created by human culture(s) over time” and are made available to succeeding
generations, which can modify these artifacts before passing them on to future generations (p. 1).
Lantolf, informed by Rozycki and Goldfarb (2000), also indicates as each generation navigates
life obstacles, it's their responsibility to rework its cultural inheritance to meet future generations'
needs. As a cognitive development theory, Vygotsky's social culture theory sees consciousness
as the ultimate socialization product.
Intersectionality Theory
Encompassing elements garnered from both socioeconomics and social culture,
Kimberle' Crenshaw's intersectionality theory identifies intended and unintended consequences
based on race, gender, socio-politics, and socioeconomics, serves as a third and more recent
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theory of importance in this research process (Crenshaw, 1989). Intersectionality has gained
attention in sociology, education, and urban development as Crenshaw's theory encompasses
dynamics of both social structure and social culture (Hankivsky, 2014). Carbado (2013) suggests
intersectionality be used in conjunction with additional theories and research rationale. Because
of its possible application to high-stakes testing on low-income black communities, Crenshaw's
intersectionality theory has modern adaptability into the older theories of social culture and
socioeconomics. Rooted in a foundation of black feminism, Crenshaw (1989), who was well
known for her work in substantiating the critical race theory, introduced the concept of
intersectionality. This theory focuses on generational and "interlocking oppressions" over the
course of American history (Carastathis, 2014). Hancock (2007) asserts that intersectionality is
now used in scholarly writing and literature to identify and study real-world phenomena of
structural, political, economic, and racial interconnectedness.
Embedded within Crenshaw's intersectionality theory are sub-theories in which double
jeopardy and generational oppression of minorities are substantiated. Calasanti and King (2015)
state that double jeopardy regarding intersectionality initially centered around individuals facing
societal biases based on race and gender, but as the theory has evolved, it is now interchangeably
inclusive of race, gender, socioeconomic status, and even sexuality. Intersectionality derived
from historical instances of social and economic privilege arises from the critical race,
socioeconomics, cultural capital, and social capital (Crenshaw, 1989).
Regarding the critical race theory, Crenshaw informs that, "although dominate societal
norms have embraced the ideas of fairness and non-discrimination, removal of privilege and antisubordination, principals are actively rejected or at best ambiguously received because the
expectation of white privilege is bound up in what is considered self-realization" (Crenshaw et
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al., 2019). Link and Phelan (1995) attest that minorities not being afforded White privilege
cause disparities and disadvantages in socioeconomics resulting in fewer serviceable resources
such as education, money, power, prestige, social connections, and even health. Furthermore,
Link and Phelan attest serviceable resources such as well-paying jobs, healthcare, and quality
schools for minorities are often impacted. Within intersectionality, a person's success can be
metered by previous generations of family members' success, in particular grandparents. The
lifelong success of a current adolescent will correlate with the success of family members two
generations prior. This can illustrate the correlation between economic, cultural, and social
capital (Mollegaard & Jaegar, 2015).
According to Browne and Battle (2018) Black families are more likely to be headed by a
single parent. Browne and Battle argue that understanding intersectionality theory illustrates how
race, culture, and family structure factor into economic capital and single-parent homes' cycles.
Marable (2007) suggests that lack of economic capital attainment throughout black households in
America is directly related to disparities in economic opportunities resulting from slavery
followed by historical discriminatory sanctions on voting, employment, education, job
opportunities, credit, and mortgages. Additionally, Levine-Rasky (2009) claims that
intersectionality has elements tied to groups of persons’ oppressions. Levine-Rasky specifies this
claim by suggesting the White middle class has been historically dominant in American culture
as it has oppressed the attainability of cultural capital and has historically hindered the social
advancement of monitories, especially blacks, for over a century.
Using the theories of socioeconomics, social culture, intersectionality, and their
interlocking theories will inform how high-stakes test results in a low-income urban middle
school affect the marginalized populations of students, parents, and their families. The theory of
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socioeconomics' will serve as a "complex interplay between economic and socio-political
institutions, conflicts and struggles over economic resources and economic institutions, problems
of development and underdevelopment, and inflation and unemployment (Burns & Deville,
2017, p.14)”. Social culture will be an identifier “by which we receive, organize, rationalize, and
understand our particular experiences in the world (Saleeby, 1994 p.352)". Lastly,
intersectionality will serve as an analytic tool to create dispositions based on race and gender
often related to socially disadvantaged communities (Carbado et al., 2014). All three theories'
potential to provide a distinct lens to examine underlying elements regarding socioeconomics,
socio-politics, race, culture, and power will be key to this research process as a whole. The
following in Figure 4 is a conceptual map that illustrates how the underpinned experiences of
high-stakes among students and parents in a low-income community are interconnected with the
theories of intersectionality, socioeconomics, and social culture. Intertwined with the various
components of this research process in its entirety are instances of race, culture, gender,
community resources, economic stability, socio-politics, and social progression.
Historical Inequalities Exacerbated by High-Stakes Testing
According to O'Connell (2012), the United States government’s participation in postreconstruction discriminatory practices such as segregation and the enacting of Jim Crow laws
still directly impact modern-day inequalities regarding economic opportunity and resource
availability Blacks. Furthermore, O’Connell asserts due to Black’s lived experiences of
institutional racism, the race has suffered significant obstacles resulting in economic instability
underpinned by a lack of educational attainment. Munger and Seron (2017) point out that Blacks
would experience two major achievements as the twentieth century unfolded. First, the
improving landscape of racial equality by establishing the Black middle-class due to Blacks
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gaining additional access to education, jobs, and housing. The second achievement is Blacks'
voting access through the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (Munger & Seron, 2017). However, as
Wakefield and Wildeman (2014) suggest, even with access to middle-class amenities and
additional voting rights, progress during the Civil Rights Era did not eliminate gaps in
educational success incubated in racial inequities among Blacks and Whites. Civil Rights Era
attempts to dispel inequalities among Blacks and Whites were slowed by national and local
government's failure to enforce civil rights laws, changes in education policy, and changes within
the criminal justice system that occurred during this era. Mass incarceration of Blacks
outweighing educational advancement and became a major contributor to increases in racial
inequality during the 1960s. One in every four black men is subject to incarceration during his
lifetime, meaning fewer Blacks were being educated, and more were jailed or imprisoned
(Wakefield & Wildeman, 2014).
Sharkey (2013) contends that since the Civil Rights Era ended in the 1970s with
desegregation, not only have significant wealth equity gaps between blacks and whites remained,
but also a large number of Blacks have experienced a continuance of poor performance in school
while continuing to live in poor communities with little to no opportunity or access to resources
needed for societal advancement. Spring (2006) points out Blacks have historically been
disenfranchised, discriminated against, under-educated, and denied the economic opportunity for
societal advancement.
Spring (2006) further points out that since the Civil Rights Era, Blacks' continued
experience with economic and educational gaps have been fueled by reforms such as A Nation at
Risk and No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and their implementation of high-stakes tests that have
adversely impacted low-income Black adolescents. Griffith (2015) suggests that due to continued
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cycles of national educational reform such as A Nation at Risk and NCLB, a century after the
supreme court enacted federal mandates, the separate but equal intentions of Plessy v. Ferguson
(1896) have yet fully manifest. Black students from low-income schools still underperform in
comparison to their White peers. Much like Spring and Sharkey, Griffith attributes Black
students' experiences with underperforming to a historical lack of equitable resources
economically and educationally.
Presidential Reform and the Inclusion of High-Stakes Tests
In 1981, President Ronald Reagan saw the need for reform of America’s system of
education. As a result of the identified need for reform, Reagan’s Administration, specifically
Secretary of Education T.H. Bell assembled the National Commission of Excellence in
Education. Tasked with analyzing and revamping education in America, this commission was
composed of various educational leaders throughout the country, such as university presidents,
superintendents, principals, teachers of the year, and top business executives (Good, 2010).
Developed by the commission was one of the most groundbreaking educational referendums in
American history, A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Education Reform (Hayes, 2004).
Serving as committee chairman David Gardner (1983) claimed the Nation at Risk report and
corresponding reform allegedly free of political partisanship would directly impact and improve
educational quality and ensure excellence for all Americans by analyzing and improving upon:
1. Assessing the quality of teaching and learning at public schools, private schools, colleges,
and universities
2. Comparing America's school against school located in other advanced nations globally
3. Studying the relationship between college admission and high school achievement
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4. Programs that result in notable student collegiate success
5. Assessing the degree to which major social and educational changes in the last quartercentury have affected student achievement
6. Defining problems faced and overcoming these problems to ensure excellence in
American education (p.1).
Disputing Gardner’s claim, Mehta (2015) suggests A Nation at Risk was not the magic
formula for curing the problems of America’s system of national education. Mehta contends that
as good as A Nation at Risk may have looked on paper, it and its guarantee of excellence for all
was a failure. Mehta suggests adversely, "A Nation at Risk invoked a crisis so far-reaching in its
impact that it still governs the way we think about public education 30 years later” (p. 21).
As the late 1990s saw education as a whole still reeling from the adverse effects of A
Nation at Risk, President Clinton signed into law the often-forgotten Goals 2000: Educate
America Act. This act would further shift control to the federal government and allow national
policymakers to increase federalization of state and local school funds and policy. Goals: 2000
main objectives were to increase federal control, combat the high monetary expenses of A Nation
at Risk, and better prepare students for the American workforce (Heise, 1994). Vinovskis (2015)
asserts that A Nation at Risk followed by the less complex Goals 2000 would inevitably pave the
way for the Bush Administration to once again revamp educational reform. Vinovskis claims that
singular efforts to reform America's national education system last only a decade or two at most.
Vinovskis adds to this claim by suggesting that national educational reform such as A Nation at
Risk, which eventually led to NCLB, has had little success with improving schools nationally.
Surprisingly, many politicians support these reform efforts with little resistance (Vinovskis,
2015).
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NCLB’s Focus on High-Stakes Tests and the Status Quo
In 2001, with A Nation at Risk serving as the major precursor to school accountability,
George Bush introduced NCLB which focused heavily on high-stakes testing. With NCLB’s
focus on high-stakes testing, underlying charges of systematic racism and discrimination in
American education would magnify like never before (Meens & Howe, 2015). Amrein and
Berliner (2002) suggest models of high-stakes testing such as those implemented by NCLB
garnered popularity in the early 20th century for two primary reasons. First, high-stakes tests
gained widespread popularity in America. They were used as evaluative tools of entry into
academic programs such as gifted education, the military, and entry into colleges or placement in
vocational programs. Students who failed these entry tests were not admitted into these academic
programs. Second, Amrein and Berliner claim, "standardized test scores were used to confirm
the superiority or inferiority of various races, ethnic groups, and social classes. Used in this way,
the consequences of test failure on high-stakes tests insured maintenance of the status quo along
those racial, ethnic and class lines” (p.3).
NCLB and High-Stakes Test Proficiency
Apple (2007) draws attention to this status quo rooted in standardized test performance
by arguing NCLB and the failure associated with its high-stakes tests further contribute to
developing a national political and economic climate based on individual performance, the free
market, and caste differentiation. Parkinson (2009) suggests failing high-stakes test results
produce a great deal of alienation for students, teachers, and parents, especially those who are in
the racial minority or have limited economic opportunity. Warren (2005) believes NCLB’s role
in the social, economic, and political alienation of racial minorities and marginalized families via
high-stakes testing is undeniable. Warren declares that NCLB explicitly outlines the United
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States government's intentions to impact and control acceptable measures of student and school
success. Warren further declares these measures relied almost solely on student pass and fail
results of annual high-stakes tests and not student needs.
In contrast to Warren's beliefs, the U.S. Department of Education (2010) indicates
NCLB's goal was for all students to become proficient learners while decreasing educational
division among racial and social class lines as the reform was established to meet all children's
educational needs. Published by the Journal of Public Law (2002) and as seen in Figure 4, NCLB
called for every child to reach "100% proficiency" by 2014. Schools were expected to reach
100% proficiency via standards-based targets, identification of schools needing improvement,
and providing school stakeholders with useful and viable resources to increase student
achievement. Additionally, the proficiency target was to be met by appropriating student support
in targeted schools through intensive interventions. (p. 107). This support included but was not
limited to supplemental student services and professional development for school faculty. These
strategies were accomplished in accumulating phases, with each phase involving more state and
governmental intervention (Cohn, 2005; Wieczorek, 2017). These strategies are outlined in
Figure 4 within Appendix A.
NCLB Fails to Properly Focus on Comprehension for All Students
Many students who came from low-income families with limited opportunities and
resources were expected to become proficient by 2014 often had low Lexile and comprehension
levels due to limited reading comprehension proficiency, identified disabilities, or were affected
by cultural limitations and barriers such as none English speaking parents and inabilities to
interpret English vocabulary and verbiage used while taking a high-stakes test as these tests were
only administered in the English language. Linn (2001) asserts that even as legislation was
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enacted to meet low-income students' needs, comprehension barriers caused governmentmandated assessment models to lose a substantial amount of dependability and credibility when
high-stakes are attached to students and teacher performance. As Hess (2005) asserts, NCLB was
advertised as a reform package focused on the academic improvement of the nation's most
marginalized low-achieving students from low-income homes and school communities dense in
poverty. However, instead of focusing on impoverished students, this educational policy centered
solely on high-stakes test scores rather than student comprehension.
NCLB's Impact on Marginalized Black Students
Referencing NCLB and its required high-stakes assessments Ravitch (2010) argues that
NCLB’s concentrated focus on math and reading contribute to the decline of non-math and nonreading subjects. Ravitch concludes:
“the goal of testing is higher scores, without regard to whether students acquire any
knowledge of history, science, literature, geography, the arts, or other subjects” … often
likened by Black students, that are deemed “not important for high-stakes accountability
purposes” (p. 20).
Orfield (2006) suggests Black students and their schools with high poverty rates were unfairly
scored and targeted by NCLB as they tend to have high teacher turnover and a higher number of
unqualified teachers than non-Title 1 schools. Orfield additionally suggests that the
circumstances of high poverty, low achievement, and teacher incompetency in low-income Black
schools are tied to poor performance and student failure on standardized tests annually. This poor
performance and annual rates of high failure on a high-stakes tests by low-income Black students
due to high poverty and teacher competency can be attributed to a historical lack of proper
resource allocation and equity regarding low-income schools with limited resources. Orfield
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suggests this lack of equity causing Black low-income student failure on tests is part of a broader
societal picture and has been prevalent in American education since the beginning of integration,
dating back to the Supreme Court's Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka Kansas ruling in
May 1954.
Berliner & Biddle (2005) combine NCLB’s aspect of testing with Orfield’s notion of
student performance and failure due to inequities and resources available as they assert that one
of the most problematic aspects of NCLB and its goal of 100 percent student test proficiency was
that it ignored inequities caused by decades of inadequate efforts by the American government to
integrate and incorporate resources into low-income Black schools properly. Berliner and Biddle
claim items such as local property taxes, which support half of the funding to public schools, are
rarely, if ever, equitably collected and distributed between impoverished low-income and nonlow-income schools.
While NCLB was intended to close achievement gaps between affluent white students
and low-income Black students, Hong and Youngs (2008) assert that some critics of NCLB have
raised concerns about how high-stakes test results of low-income students contribute to the
deterioration of the economic opportunity for themselves, their peers, and their families. Hong
and Youngs (2008) indicate continued suffering of the marginalized is due to the federal
government's failed attempt to properly implement all NCLB components, specifically the
components to protect low-income students and families from the adverse effects of high-stakes
testing. Frequent administration of high-stakes testing on so many grade levels has carried over
into post NCLB years. It has continuously impacted cultural capital, economic opportunity, and
social progression of marginalized non-White students and their families. Hong and Youngs
further indicate that testing and accountability policies in major states and cities densely
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populated with low-income urban minorities have hindered opportunities for low-income and
racial minority students to become productive citizens and contribute to their family's economic
advancement unit.
NCLB’s Influence on Equity
Reese (2018) claims NCLB failed to incorporate a “separate but equal” platform and
missed the mark of providing students with educational equity regarding achievement,
curriculum, and assessment. Lobascher (2011) indicates that because of NCLB, high-stakes
testing has unfairly become the ultimate tool for monitoring student end-of-year achievement
levels, often adding to the unfortunate experiences of Blacks students have due to increases of
high-stakes testing over the years. Howard (2013) acknowledges the racial and socioeconomic
gaps in educational attainment and that gaps in high-stakes test performance have been theorized
and researched numerous times over the past decades before implementing NCLB and its failed
status model. Howard indicates in 2005, 88% of Black eighth-grade students scored below basic,
or at basic, proficiency in reading achievement. Meanwhile, 87% of Black eighth-grade students
scored below basic, or at basic, proficiency in mathematics achievement (pp. 18-19).
Unfortunately, as Plucker et al. (2010) explain, there is also a gap between Black students
who score at or above grade level on a high-stakes test and their white peers. This gap in highlevel achievement is coined the "excellence gap" (p.1). Brave (2020) suggests this excellence gap
further exacerbated by NCLB became an issue of civil rights as too many Blacks, even the high
performing Black students, still perform at a lower level than their white peers. Brave insists this
is due to the United States government policymakers' lack of attention directed towards
cultivating student talents in low-income communities. Most low-income students belong to
communities and families generationally ravaged by cycles of high-stakes testing, causing
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continuous contributions to remain at poor socioeconomic levels (Baker & Johnson, 2010).
Reardon (2013) states that since the 1950’s both income and achievement gaps have widened
between Whites and low-income Black students. This gap increased by 50% from the 1950s
through the 1970s. This 30-year time period saw more and more Black families fall into poverty
and a status of being considered low income (Reardon, 2013). As of 2019, 10.5% of Americans
live in poverty. However, 18.8% of the total Black population live in poverty versus 7.3% of
whites living in poverty. Blacks in poverty also outnumber Hispanics at 15.7% and Asians at
7.3% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020).
Possibilities High-Stakes Tests
Unlike many of their non-minority and affluent peers, low-income students with limited
resources and limited opportunities have been historically plagued by the adverse effects of highstakes testing. Madaus and Clarke (2001) support this notion by suggesting that although highstakes testing has been viewed as beneficial, these tests have adverse effects on America's
current and past educational practices regarding marginalized children, with their experiences
often absent of the beneficial possibilities. Moreover, due to limited resources and opportunity,
experiences of low-income students and those of their non-minority and affluent peers are often
contrasting in essence (Madaus & Clarke, 2001). High-stakes tests have been viewed as critical
to evaluation (Guzenhauser, 2003), afford students test-taking practice (Munoz, 2014), and can
be used to create individualized plans for growth (Amerien & Berliner, 2002; Solorzano, 2008).
Guzenhauser (2003) asserts that high-stakes assessments are critical to the evaluation and serve
as a key element to education due to high-stakes tests' ability to measure the intended effects and
desired classroom instruction outcomes.
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Effective instruction is ultimately validated through student assessment results
(Guzenhauser, 2003). In addition to being critical for evaluation, Munoz (2014) claims that
continuous test practice and participation in annual high-stakes test helps students become better
test-takers as each year passes. Munoz advances this claim by stating that students become more
capable of handling testing pressures and becoming better takers in general. Self and teacherinfluenced adaptive skills, abilities, and strategies are gained. Furthermore, according to Munoz,
data gained from high-stakes test results can be used by teachers to create individualized plans
for growth, achievement, and standards mastery for all students taught.
Supovitz (2020) details four theories as influencers to achievement and additional
student assessment possibilities via high-stakes testing. Supovitz’s four theories are the
motivational, alignment, information, and symbolism theories. All four theories are deemed as
directly linked to high-stakes testing. The motivational theory suggests student results on highstakes tests serve as stimulation for teachers to become better each year as they annually attempt
to eclipse the previous year's results. Conversely, when students score poorly on high-stakes
tests, teachers may become discouraged. Secondly, the theory of alignment suggests high-stakes
test preparation leads to more calibrated teacher instruction, meaning ultimately students will
perform better on high-stakes and non-high-stakes academic tasks. The information theory
asserts that the data gained from high-stakes tests and other assessments serve as statistics vital
to building individual student plans, guiding instruction, teacher incentives, and organizational
decision-making. Lastly, the symbolism theory indicates that high-stakes test results serve as
artifacts to justify how public resources and monies are being allocated and used at the local
school level (Coleman & Pierce, 1994; Abelmann & Elmore, 2004; Suppovitz, 2020).
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Protecting Black Students from High-Stakes Test Failure
The parameters around high-stakes tests have been changed from year to year; annual
changes to high-stakes testing have continued to evolve to promote student success at the local,
state, and national levels which has disproportionate outcomes (West, 2010). However, West
further states many K-12 students, particularly those attending low-income schools, still view the
end-of-year high-stakes testing as an unwanted aspect of their educational process. In addition to
being unwanted or seen as undesirable by many students, many teachers view high-stakes testing
as an undesirable no-win situation for many of the students they teach, with failure being
inevitable (West, 2010).
According to Blinder (2015), due to the pressure associated with student performance
tied to high-stakes testing at low-income Black schools, many districts across the country with
marginalized populations have been susceptible to compromises of practitioner ethics such as
cheating in which school staff have altered submissions or coached students to select the correct
answers on their individual end of year state assessments. These instances of ethical breaches
brought about by school principals and teachers not wanting the poor Black students and the
schools they attend to be perceived as failures in the public's eyes and by achievement measures
mandated by federal and state departments of education (Blinder, 2015).
Many school administrators and teachers who have attempted to protect students, parents,
and their schools from experiencing the bevy of negative effects associated with high-stakes test
failure have committed ethical breaches that have gone undetected. However, this is not the case
for students, parents, teachers, and administrators associated with one of the most publicized and
polarizing instances of high-stakes test cheating, known as the Atlanta Cheating Scandal. As
detailed by Saultz et al. (2016), at the heart of this scandal were 178 teachers and principals
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identified by the Georgia Bureau of Investigation (GBI) for their roles for avoiding student
failure by altering or falsifying students end of year high-stakes test submissions. In Georgia, this
high-stakes test was formerly known as the Criterion-Referenced Competency Test (CRCT).
Unfair Expectations
According to Robinson and Simonton (2019), unfair expectations of NCLB for student
proficiency rates, combined with historical underlying racial and socioeconomic biases fueled by
Georgia's system of single measure academic rewards for successful schools, led many of the
178 educators in low-income Title 1 schools was to cheat the system. This instance of single
measuring measured teachers solely on the outcome of student high-stakes test pass and fail rates
(Goodman, 2014). Patrick (2018) emphasizes that students and parents experiencing failure,
schools, and educators who failed to produce the desired student outcomes were subjected to a
series of sanctions. The intensity of sanctions increased each consecutive year that student pass
and fail performance targets were not met or exceeded. For many teachers, cheating the system
was one of the few available options to prove their effectiveness and students' academic
capabilities. Educators identified as cheaters were publicly humiliated and referred to as
criminals. Once again, students were given the label of being a failure (Catalano & Gatti, 2017).
Royal and Seriki (2018) suggest that educators' criminalization tied to the Atlanta Cheating
Scandal, the largest ever in American history, is particularly alarming when multiple forces harm
and destroy black adolescents but never face trial or criminal charges. Royal and Seriki further
state the charges of racketeering and lesser charges of the dishonesty of 178 educators sent
"shock waves" through the country and brought about teachers and principals' comparisons to the
mafia (p.198). Many publicly mocked the educators for being cheaters and the students as being
annual failures. Adding insult to injury Jodi Gomes (2019) added to this public mockery's shelf
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life as she recreated the Atlanta cheating Scandal, turning it into the box office movie given the
name One Child Left Behind.
Failing Black Students and Public Perception
According to Saultz et al. (2016), educators' instances of unethical test security breaches
to mask student failure has resulted in 3 major school implications nationally.
These three implications are:
1. School systems must be proactive and identify and address potential warning signs of
cheating and ethical breaches.
2. Must eliminate student pass and failure rates as a single measure rewards systems for
teacher effectiveness.
3. Must make improvements in teacher and administrator preparation to minimize
student's experiences of actual test failure (pp.49-50).
In addition to cheating scandals having implications on schools and districts' standard
policies and practices, students and parents at the center of these cheating scandals would carry a
stigma of failure like never before (Mungo, 2020). An underlying factor of this stigma is that
performance on high-stakes tests is often interpreted as a measuring stick of socioeconomics,
community stability, and how well community stakeholder's tax dollars are being spent (Madeus
et al., 2017). Using a critical race perspective, argue that educators are influenced to cheat due to
the disadvantages and challenges faced with achieving 100% student test proficiency in poor
urban black schools lacking competitive economic resources and annually identified
underperforming (Royal & Seriki, 2018). Royal and Seriki further claim that anti-blackness and
the preserving of white supremacy commonly displayed by the media and political leaders breed
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negativity and add the Stigma placed on students who fail high-stakes tests and the school they
attend.
Darling-Hammond (2007) points out that often due to the negativity surrounding failing
students, teachers and principals do not desire to work in schools or school systems with stigmas
labeled inadequate or failing. Darling Hammond further points out that parents want their
students to be educated in a school stigma of failing. Moreover, being labeled as failing and
inadequate had led many parents, especially the more affluent, to build distrust among teachers
and principals in low-income schools heavily populated with Black students (Davis et al., 2019).
Slater (2015) suggests that stakeholder distrust and the extreme pressure educators face
and stigmas associated with high numbers of student failures on annual high-stakes tests in lowincome African American communities has caused drastic changes to be made to the physical
testing environment and standard operating procedures for annual high-stakes test
administration. Due to this extreme pressure being identified as a cause for teachers and
principals to cheat the system, many teachers can no longer test their own students or even their
own grade levels during annual high-stakes tests administration (Slater, 2015). Even more
alarming many schools are now mandated to have and identified school test material storage
rooms with mandated sign-in sheets and video surveillance.
Educators are now more than ever charged with educating students under the microscope
of public perception (Scott, 2019). School districts have now implemented high-stakes test
protocols that are arguably geared more toward monitoring adults than the assurance of student
proficiency. Au (2011) indicates that even before the Atlanta Cheating Scandal and other
national instances of cheating, these protocols were heightened and monitored more closely in
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urban low-income urban school districts where most students are Black have historically
underperformed on high-stakes tests.
Because a student is Black and low income does not mean he or she will underperform
academically or fail a high-stakes test. However, due to lack of resources and opportunity, many
low-income Black students have historically shown low reading and comprehension abilities,
causing them to perform poorly on a high-stakes test (Reardon, 2013). Kornrich and Furstenberg
(2013) insist these income and achievement disparities between blacks and whites can be directly
attributed to social mobility trends such as income inequalities and family resources. Due to
lagging income and family resources, low-income families often spend less time at home in
assistance of or paying for supplemental tutors to strengthen student academic abilities, as the
two researchers suggest when it is stated that "High-income families… spend nearly 7 times as
much on their children's development as low-income families, up from a ratio of 4 times as much
in 1972” (p. 292).
Avoiding the Stigma
Boaler (2003) explains that students who reside in low-income homes and attend Title-1
schools are often teased by their peers at more affluent schools for attending low income, failing
and what are viewed as "ghetto" schools (p. 56). The label of the ghetto, or tag of bad school as
explained by Abrams et al. (2003), is often associated with schools where most students perform
poorly on end-of-grade high-stakes tests. Unfortunately, Abrams et al. note that many of these
schools with so-called failing or underperforming students are located in low-income urban
communities affected by years of urban decay and heavily populated with Black students.
Cuthbert (2017) claims lack of geographic capital due to the deindustrialization of many of
America's major cities, often populated with large percentages of minorities and decreased
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community resources, directly contribute to surges in urban decay. In addition to
deindustrialization, Roslia and Salleh (2018) point out that government policy changes via
economic and educational reform have also substantially contributed to this decay.
Amrein and Berliner (2002) suggest many parents avoid renting and purchasing homes in
these “ghetto” school jurisdictions affected by urban decay and, in particular, schools with a
stigma of having high student failure rates. In recent decades, student high-stakes test results and
the school's overall state-assigned proficiency scores have become significant factors where
parents want to rent, buy homes, and start businesses. Real estate agents are also known to grade
home value in local school communities based on student's performance on annual high-stakes
tests. Amrein and Berliner (2002) contend as this cycle of capable parents avoiding Title-1
schools populated with high numbers of failing students continues, so will the cycle of highstakes-testing, contributing to the lack of stabilization of low-income Black school communities.
These factors make the continuance of the cycle inevitable. As this inevitable cycle continues, so
do the adverse effects of student resource availability, such as supplemental academic assistance
affordability, a saturation of low-income housing developments, and the economic class attracted
to move into jurisdictions of schools with students deemed as failures (Amerien & Berliner,
2002)
Causes and Effects of High-Stakes Test Failure
Petegem et al. further argue that when a student perceives a course curriculum as not
relatable, they underperform on high-stakes tests as disinterest in required course curriculum is
an implication of preexisting social, emotional, and contributing low-income factors. Moreover,
as Duncan and Brooks-Gunn (1997) point out, this disinterest in course curriculum affects
overall student wellbeing and has enormous implications for potential high-stakes test failure.
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Duncan and Brooks-Gunn further point out that outside of ineffectively designed curriculum and
high-stakes tests, children cannot learn well or perform well on required high-stakes tests if they
lack adequate housing, health care, nutrition, safe and secure environments, or if their parents
experience stress because of their low wages and insecure employment.
Concerning marginalized urban students who historically perform poorly on high stakes
tests due to lack of adequate housing and resources, Orfield (2009) indicates African American
low-income urban students lived in housing, whether apartments or single-family homes
supplemented by income-driven programs such as federal tax credit or housing vouchers, at a
rate of 43% in 1989. Orfield further indicates this rate had ballooned to 59% by 2007. Deng
(2007) contends that geographic acceptance of these vouchers and tax credits creates continuous
pockets of low-income and poverty-stricken communities with students who lack resources, are
disinterested in the school curriculum, and perform poorly on a high-stakes test. Deng argues
these vouchers and tax creditors are rarely accepted in affluent school communities with schools
deemed good schools and minimal test failures.
In addition to being victims of poor economic cycles, Steele suggests that because of
government-mandated high-stakes testing, engaging non-high-stakes classes are being kept from
low-income blacks. Beveridge (2010) suggests that low-income students are now more than ever
at the mercy of the adults who create national and state-level education policies. Beveridge
further suggests students' daily schedules and teacher's instructional processes are absent of nonhigh-stakes curricula and centered solely around mastery of high-stakes testing in math and
reading. Many marginalized students deem this narrowing of course curricula as overkill and
often causes a lack of school engagement. In many cases, this lack of engagement contributes to
high-stakes test failure (Beveridge, 2010).
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Systematic victimization of marginalized students and curricula availability due to highstakes testing has been occurring for decades. From Reagan's 1980s administration to the most
recent Trump administration, every presidential administration has emphasized educational
agendas and reforms often designed around the interest of our nation's policymakers, power
players, and big-money donors (Fusarelli & Fusarelli, 2015). Hursh (2013) suggests these
reforms often support high-stakes testing and adversely affect instruction in core content areas
such as dictating curriculum delivery, increasing student vulnerability, and poor overall
achievement of low-income students.
Limited Access to Advanced Curricula
Noddings (2005) states due to NCLB and high-stakes testing, low-income students have
school days packed with tasks and assignments geared towards boosting test scores while more
affluent students are the beneficiaries of a more engaging and diverse curriculum, including fine
arts classes. Daniel (2010) indicates participation in fine arts classes and programs often
increases student confidence, self-esteem, creativity, overall wellbeing and leads to increased
academic achievement in all academic content areas and high-stakes tests. Daniel further
indicates that due to these courses benefit students' confidence and self-esteem, all students need
to participate in fine arts classes, especially those who are marginalized or have historically
performed poorly on high-stakes tests. Much like Noddings and Daniel, Heffner (2007) states
that low-income students have been victimized by high-stakes testing legislations, and those who
do not participate in school-based fine arts programs often more susceptible to fail high-stakes
tests. Systematic victimization has been detrimental to students who are low-income, often by
adversely affecting these students' sense of school pride, feelings of belonging, and artistic
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outlets and increase the potential of high-stakes test failure and overall poor academic success
(Heffner, 2007).
Madaus (1988) acknowledges that high-stakes testing has become the primary factor in
dictating classroom instruction and student achievement measurements, adding to low-income
students' victimization, as mentioned by Heffner. Madeaus continues this notion by stating highstakes testing has controlled core curricula as math and reading have become the primary focus
of many educational leaders nationwide. Madaus also suggests that many low-income students
often favor social studies and science content over math and reading. This laser-like focus on
math and reading only contributes to disengagement of content on a high-stakes test. Many
students find the required content boring or uninteresting, leading to test failure.
Curricula Disengagement
Roderick and Nagaoka (2002) insist that adversely this curricula disengagement leading
to student failure adds to the snowball effect of failing students being taunted and given peer and
societal labels that disturb their social and emotional wellbeing. Disengaged students labeled as a
failure while continuing not to have resources or opportunity for improvement also add to the
excess of adverse effects of high-stakes student’s failure. Furthermore, the effects of high-stakes
failure due to curricular disengagement go beyond content relatability and engagement; as
Roderick and Nagaoka further suggest, high-stakes testing focused on a narrowed curriculum has
harmed K-12 students by adding to the already broad achievement gaps between White students
and minorities, general education students, and the subgroup of special education students, as
well as students receiving free lunch as opposed to the more affluent. Hong and Young (2008)
contend that these high-stakes testing policies and curriculum narrowing “limit opportunities for
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the low-income minority to students and exacerbate differences between them and White,
middle-class students" (p. 3).
Adverse Effects of High-Stakes Test Failure
While Supovitz’s benefits of high-stakes testing were detailed previously, he also informs
that high-stakes assessment and the failure associated with these tests adversely impact student
wellbeing. These adverse effects frequently occur even though teachers devote countless hours to
test-taking strategies and methods to decrease test uneasiness or anxiousness during the testtaking process. According to Kozol (2012), historically, the adverse effects of student failure are
experiences of anxiety, withdrawal, depression, being shunned, and the embarrassment of being
categorized as lacking grade-level competency heavily outweighing positive effects.
Furthermore, according to Baker and Lang (2013), as students continuously fail high-stakes tests
throughout their course of adolescence, many begin to no longer view school as beneficial,
adversely leading them to drop out and often end up in legal trouble or incarcerated.
Waber et al. (2006) examine the discourse between the intendedness, adverse effects, and
the limits of high-stakes while identifying the importance of creating schools and classroom
learning environments in low-income communities adaptive of varying cognitive profiles. Waber
et al. indicate a disconnect between high-stakes test developers and many of the students who
will take the assessments developed by these individuals. Most high-stakes tests are not deemed
adaptive to low-income African American urban students' various cognitive profiles. These
cognitive profiles often vary throughout levels of socioeconomic status. As Waber et al. (2006)
further indicate, “The debate on high-stakes testing, and specifically the troubling disparities
between advantaged and disadvantaged children, has received little if any, formal attention from
neuropsychologists" (Waber et al., 2006, p. 460).
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Effects of Testing on Students
Whitney and Candelaria (2017) suggest that as students prepare for or while taking highstakes tests and testing anxiety sets in, students experience withdrawal, and depression often
follows. These instances of anxiety, withdrawal, and depression often prove to have adverse
effects on students' overall social and emotional wellbeing and related outcomes. Moreover,
ultimately meaning high-stakes testing becomes a catalyst of negative effects on students both
socially and emotionally, not just in the world of academia, but among their friends and in their
family unit as well (Whitney & Candelaria, 2017). Firmin et al. (2004) point out that when
students have knowledge gaps because of cultural barriers or deem tests as too difficult, nonrelational, or uninteresting, anxiety sets in, and student processing ability is affected. Firmin et.,
al indicate that students' adverse experiences with test anxiety are a precursor to them knowing
the embarrassment accompanied by failure. Firmin et., further indicate that low-income students
who fail are often made fun of and embarrassed by their fellow peers who pass. Parents who
have failing students experience embarrassment, as they feel ashamed to discuss their child's
achievement or lack there of their fellow adult peers and adult family members.
This embarrassment not only demoralizes the students who fail and their parents but the
teachers involved as well. When Black low-income students fail at high rates in low-income
schools, as mentioned earlier, these schools are often unfairly labeled as ghetto and unappealing
to the public's views of success. Not only are students embarrassed for failing, but their failure
also leads to the embarrassment and shunning of their parents, family, teachers, and school
administrators as well (Boaler, 2003). Barksdale-Ladd and Thomas (2000) indicate that as
students experience the ill effects of high-stakes test failure, their parents and teachers are
affected as well. Barksdale-Ladd and Thomas point out that teachers perceive students'
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preparation for high-stakes testing as stressful, and aligned to policies that have political
undertones, narrows curriculum and ignore students' needs and available resources. BarksdaleLadd and Thomas further point out that parents perceive high-stakes testing as having little value
assessing total students' knowledge. Many parents do not have the resources or opportunity to
attain the needed resources to prevent students' failure. Parents also indicate that political
undertones are the root causes of student high-stakes testing, meaning that politics is a major
factor in their children experiencing anxiety, stress, embarrassment, and labeled as incompetent
due to high-stakes test failure (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000).
Conclusion

The roots of standardized testing can be traced back to 2200 B.C. by the Chinese and
their use of Chinese Civil Service positions tests. In the mid-1800s, standardized test made their
way to the United States (Huddleson & Rockwell, 2015). Fast-forwarding to now more modern
times, all too often low-income Black students underperform high-stakes standardized tests due
to the negative effects of poor curriculum, social problems, violence, and parental involvement.
Darling-Hammond et al., (2019) assert that performance by marginalized can be attributed to (a)
support due to social problems, particularly violence that had disruptive effects on the
community and the school; (b) the degree to which the curriculum reflects the culturally diverse
student population in the schools (c) the level and nature of social, emotional support and
parental involvement; and (d) social supports that provide personalized resources within and
beyond the classroom to address and prevent developmental detours, including conditions of
trauma and adversity (p.99).
In response to the underperformance and marginalization of low-income Black students,
this literature review substantiates the need for more analysis regarding the effects of high-stakes
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testing on low-income Black students. In this chapter, not only has literature revealed the
influence of high-stakes testing on students and parents, but this literature review has also
evidenced theories that underlie discriminatory and socially driven American educational
policies of practice such as socioeconomics, social culture, and intersectionality and reform such
as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and the Reagan administration’s A Nation at Risk.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
Introduction

The qualitative method serving as the research tradition guiding this study is
phenomenography. Using a phenomenographic approach, research was conducted to analyze
students' experiences and engagement of parents related to end-of-year high-stakes test failure.
As this qualitative process unfolds, research will reveal the underlying layers and implications of
how high-stakes tests affect students who fail, and the effects failure has on parents/guardians.
This study is grounded in intersectionality, socioeconomics, and social culture informed
by high-stakes test failure phenomena. The research investigated parents' and students'
experiences in two low-income Black schools with students who have failed an end-of-grade
high-stakes test. For this study, chapter three provides the study's goals, context, participant
parameters, data collection processes, data analysis methods, and present the researcher
positionality and worldview. Lastly, chapter three provides strategies to ensure trustworthiness
and ethical considerations.
Research Design
When choosing a research methodology appropriate for this study, quantitative,
qualitative, and mixed-methods research traditions were examined. Ultimately a qualitative
research design was selected due to its dependability when investigating social experiences,
emotions, feelings, and human beings' perceptions and phenomena. Fossey et al. (2002) suggest
qualitative research should be concerned with the interpretation of subjective meaning,
description of social context, and the privileging of lay knowledge.
Creswell (2018) has drawn attention to qualitative research’s inclusion of multiple
forms of allowable data collection deemed useful to the research process in its entirety. Much
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like Creswell, Yin (2015) identifies qualitative research as research utilizing various forms of
evidence when questioning phenomena rather than relying on one source. This qualitative
research study allowed for an individualized and unique view into how test failure affects
marginalized Black students and their families. The effects of this failure may currently reflect
other similar students and families nationally and even globally; however, this process will serve
only as a comparative research study as each participants' experiences and perceptions have their
own distinct characteristics and cannot be predefined by results from previous research, even if
demographics and participants are similar. As suggested by Fossey et al. (2002), research
questions guided by a qualitative research tradition place focus on three main areas as detailed
below:
1. Language as a means to explore processes of communication and patterns of
interaction within particular social groups
2.

Description and interpretation of subjective meanings attributed to situations and
actions

3.

Theory-building through discovering patterns and connections in qualitative data

Research Tradition
Because this study analyzes the experiences and experiences of the involved participants
related to current and past phenomena of failure on a high-stakes test, the most influential
research to serve a guide for this study is phenomenography. Larsson and Holmstrom (2009)
assert that phenomenography and phenomenology are responsible for exposing an experience
via a phenomenon. Larsson and Holmstrom differentiate between these two approaches to
analyze phenomena by pointing out that phenomenology aims to structure and clarify a
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phenomenon's meaning. In contrast, phenomenography seeks to describe the various ways a
group of people experiences or understands a phenomenon.
Hsu (2015) points out the purpose of the phenomenography tradition is to identify the
essence and uncover the participants’ various relationships and experiences with this essence
of the phenomenon at hand. Extending the essence of the phenomenon Webb (1997) claims
phenomenographic research addresses both the "surface and deep elements of phenomena”
(p.195). Webb specifies this claim by stating that surface refers to what is in plain view. Webb
further claims that deep refers to a person attempting to understand the learning experience and
construct its meaning entirely. Using phenomenography as the research design for this study will
potentially uncover the variations of students' deep and surface experiences and their
parent’s/guardian’s experiences concerning high-stakes test failure.
Often coined as the originator of phenomenography, Marton (1986) suggests that
phenomenographic research is intended to study the subject and the relationship between the
subjects and phenomena. Marton further asserts that phenomenography is interested in the
subject and phenomena relationship and the variations of experiences regarding phenomena,
no matter the outcome. Phenomenography is most frequently described as a research
specialization that aims to map “the qualitatively different ways in which people experience,
conceptualize, perceive, and understand various aspects of, and various phenomena in, the world
around them” (Marton 1986) Moreover, Marton makes the claim phenomenography deals with
second-order experience with subject’s experiences of the phenomenon as the unit of analysis
(Marton, 1981). The first order is determining the why of a phenomenon. The term "second order" refers to the interaction between (1) subjects and (2) phenomena instead of each
individual. (Marton 1981; Marton & Booth, 1997).
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Merriam (2009,2015) suggests with Marton’s use of phenomenography; subjects
formulate their perceptions, emotions, and developmental patterns resulting from lived
experiences. Ashworth and Lucas (1998) further expound on Marton’s use of
phenomenography as research allowing the world to understand the research participants’
perspective and “many mental processes.” Ashworth and Lucas further state phenomenography
research refer to the experience as “reflected” as discussed and described by the experiencer
(p.415).
Figure 5 illustrates a Hopscotch visual of contextual elements that will be used to support
the qualitative research approach and the phenomenographic qualitative tradition as the effects of
high-stakes testing in urban low-income school communities are analyzed (Jorrin, 2020). For
example, the context of this study is a failure on high-stakes tests. Specifically, data was gathered
through at least three different methods or sources inclusive of interviews, surveys, and field
notes. Informants will consist of low-income Black students who have failed a high-stakes test
and their parents/guardians. To analyze the data, used were the methods of hand coding and the
supportive computer application NVivo outlined in Figure 5 of the Appendices A.
Yates (2015) draws attention to phenomenography as the qualitative research approach
that explores how people experience various aspects of their lived world. Building a foundation
for the exploration of variances aimed at the effects high-stakes tests have on low-income urban
school communities, this supportive Hopscotch model comprises several critical components of
the research process as a whole. The data gathering hexagon is inclusive of methods used to
collect participant data during this research process. These data gathering methods were
interviews and surveys. The “other documents” hexagons are used as a subset of artifacts
deemed as potentially useful. Additional items helpful in collecting data and referencing past
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phenomena were news articles, court cases, state school report cards, and local housing and
income demographics.
According to Ballantyne and Bruce (1994), a phenomenographic approach can be
centralized and places significant focus on individuals or groups of cases of conceptions, either
in themselves as the main interest of research or as parts of more complex phenomena. These
"individuals or groups" have been listed in the “informant”' hexagon for this research process.
The informants’ hexagon consists of school stakeholders whose personal experiences, emotions,
and perceptions will inform research. Informants are specifically students, parents, and
guardians. The hexagon containing process support references past instances of high stakes
testing experiences in low-income communities. These past instances are those such as The
Atlanta Cheating Scandal, Alamitos Elementary School (Wright, 2002), high-stakes testing and
student achievement (Koretz, 1991), and what's at stake regarding high-stakes testing
(Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000). Lastly, the strategies hexagon represents the research's need
to triangulate data potentially dealing with socioeconomics, political influence, and student
achievement.
Finally, this qualitative research synthesized with the theoretical frameworks of
intersectionality, social culture, and socioeconomics combined with data collection and analyses
will be vital in answering the research questions that will serve as the foundation for this process.
The following research questions guided this qualitative research:
1. In what ways have 8th-grade students who failed in the 5th grade experienced failure on
high-stakes tests in a predominantly Black, low-income urban school?
2. In what ways do parents engage this phenomenon of student failure on high-stakes tests?
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Research Sites
Nestled inside one of the nation's largest metropolitan cities, the two research sites were
low-income, predominately African American middle schools located in the southeastern United
States. Specific research site demographic data for each school was accessed via the state of
Georgia’s College and Career Readiness Performance Index (CCRPI). This index details Metro
East Primary and Metro South Primary’s annual CCRPI reports, annual perception surveys, high
stakes testing results, school financial efficiency, attendance, and suspension rates. The CCRPI
report also provides enrolled students' socioeconomic status, ethnicity, special education
participation, and English language learner services (Ga Department of Education, 2020).
Additional school and community data were accessed using the state of Georgia’s Governor’s
Office of Student Achievement (GOSA) website. According to the most recent CCRPI and
GOSA data, as detailed in Table 1, the projected research site has a student population with
ninety-one percent of students identified as Black and eighty-nine percent of the entire student
population is economically disadvantaged.
Target Populations
The target population consists of Black middle school students who attend low-income
urban schools. Parents served as a second target population. Georgia recognizes grades 3, 5, and
8 as retention grades due to milestone high-stakes test failure. Student and parent participants
currently or formerly were participants in the federal government's free and reduced lunch
program for low-income families. Student eligibility, previously detailed, is dependent upon
Georgia Milestones assessment results for math and language arts. Student participants must
have failed in both subjects during the 2018-2019 school year.
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The last time the current population of potential eighth grade student subjects participated
in meaning and the mandatory high-stakes test was three school years ago as fifth graders. Due
to the COVID-19 Pandemic, the 2018-2019 school year was the last year end-of-year high-stakes
assessments truly counted for student promotion and retention. There were no end-of-year
Georgia milestone high-stakes tests administered to any middle or elementary school student for
the 2019-2020 school year. Moreover, while still in a pandemic when Georgia high-stakes
testing returned for the 2020-2021 school year, like many across the state, most parents at the
two research sites opted out of state testing, leaving a large void in student test participation
rates. Parents were given a choice of opting out/non-participation of in-person test. Georgia's
state schools superintendent released a statement saying the state department of education was
not prepared or had the capabilities to administer end-of-year tests remotely, leading many
parents to opt their children out of milestones testing (Woods, 2020).
Participants
Students sampled at Metro East Primary and Metro South Primary schools currently
receive free or reduced lunch, and parents must have a family income level that falls at or below
current area median income levels. These levels range from $48,300 for a household of one to
$86,200 for five-plus persons (U.S. Department of HUD, 2021). For gender balance, a mix of
male and female students were targeted. Consistent with the student requirements,
parents/guardians must have a student currently receiving free or reduced lunch.
Student eligibility is dependent upon Georgia Milestones assessment results for math and
language arts. Student participants must have failed in both subjects. The Georgia Department of
Education (2020) classifies any student who fails as a beginning learner or developing learner,
with the latter being closer to becoming a proficient learner. A proficient learner is the lowest
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identified level of passing. Beginning learners have a scale score range from 220-474, and
developing learners have scale scores ranging from 475-524. Students who reach the proficient
passing level have scales ranging from 525 to 586 (Georgia Department of Education, 2020). For
this study, my participants will be African American students selected from the beginning and
developing learners. This group was as balanced as possible. Proficient learners were not
included due to their test scores not meeting the failure inclusion criteria.
The second group of participants, parental research participants, are household parents or
legal guardians of students who failed math and language arts. Household parents and legal
guardians were identified by using the research site’s preferred enrollment management system
identified as Infinite Campus (IC). Student's Georgia milestones results were assessed via
Georgia's state longitudinal data system (SLDS). This data system was created to monitor
student attendance, discipline, and standardized test data. As previously mentioned, retrieval of
personal test scores or parent contact data were assessed after approval had been granted by the
host district's office of Research, Data, and Evaluation. Once granted access, the local school
sites' principal, assistant principal, or registrar helped the researcher gain access to IC and SLDS
data. An itemized list of inclusion and exclusion criteria are listed in Tables 2 and 3.
Using the student data from SLDS and parent data from IC interviews were paired. The
parents interviewed must be guardians of students who have previously experienced high-stakes
test failure and active participants in this phenomenoraphic research process. Houssart & Evans
(2011) assert that paired interviewing occurs when the researcher is interviewing two persons
together while investigating a phenomenon. Arskey (1996) suggests to gain perception into how
people experience the same event or phenomenon, paired sampling often provides the researcher
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with valuable and layered data. Table 2 & 3 provide an overview of Student Inclusion and
Exclusion Requirements along with Parental Inclusion and Exclusion Requirements.
Data Collection
According to Leonard (2019), the qualitative data collection process is instrumental in
categorizing and applying themes to participant experiences, perceptions, feelings, emotions.
Polkinghorne (2005) informs that qualitative research aims to describe and clarify human
experience, and in doing so, the data collection process allows for a multitude of data collection
instruments. This study relied on open ended semi-structured interviews using an interview
protocol and follow-up surveys. See appendix D. Each data source is one piece of the "puzzle,"
with each element contributing to the researcher's understanding of the whole phenomena. This
convergence of data adds strength to the qualitative research study's findings. The various strands
of data are braided together to promote a greater understanding of the phenomena in their entirety
(Baxter & Jack, 2008).
Researchers should use semi-structured open-ended interview questions when searching
for interviewee responses beyond a basic yes or no (Doyle, 2020). While conducting this
research, open-ended interview questions helped the researcher attain an accurate illustration of
how high-stakes test failure affects Black students and their parents. Much like Doyle and
Bowden &Trigwell (2006) suggests the researcher should interview in a format that opens the
doors and incubates opportunities for follow-up questions to be asked as and if needed. The use
of follow-up questions during the phenomenographic interview process allowed the researcher to
understand the investigated phenomenon experienced with high-stakes test failure and Black
students. By using a semi-structured open-ended interview protocol for the paired interviews,
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discovered were authentic insights into the experiences that both students and guardians have
when experiencing the phenomenon of high stakes test failure. Furthermore, open-ended
questions allowed the researcher to capture the essence of the phenomenon explored in this study
(Bowden, 2000).
Harun et al., (2016) determine that phenomenographic research aims to understand
phenomena through the lens of participants. Harun et al., further determine that interviews
should begin with a common shared topic and then develop into series of follow-up questions
and follow-up interviews if needed. The use of follow-up questions during the initial interview,
and follow-up interviews provide the researcher with concrete examples of the ideas and
concepts elicited during the interview process as it relates to the phenomenon at hand. The letter
of informed consent to participants has verbiage that allows the initial interviewee to consent for
the researcher to contact them for future interviews if needed for extended research that served as
a review of the initial interview questions posed during the first interview.
Before any data collection, the researcher gained permission to research through
Kennesaw State's IRB process, through the school district's research and grants office, regional
superintendent, and the local school principal. Once the respective IRB had been approved, data
was obtained using qualitative methods such as first-hand feedback given through interviews,
surveys, state proficiency reports, and demographic reports. After gaining permission to collect
data, the researcher obtained signed parental consent forms for each child participant.
Interviews
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and safety measures and guidelines for schools
and businesses, if mandated the researcher is prepared to conduct interviews in an online format
via Microsoft Teams, Skype, or Zoom. Due to the technological advancements of the 21st
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century, online interviews while conducting qualitative research have become more prevalent
than ever before (Seymour, 2001). Moises (2020) points out that due to the COVID-19
pandemic, the use of online interviews to conduct scholarly research in many cases has become
the only safe and viable option. Figure 6 provides publications edited within the past twenty
years that support or examine the use of online interviewing in qualitative research, such as the
works mentioned earlier by Bampton et al. (2013) and Moises (2020). Interviews will consist of
students and parents/guardians. Each in-person or virtual interview via Microsoft Teams was
transcribed verbatim. The structure is outlined within Figure 6 in Appendix A.
Traditional interview formats such as individual in-person or in-person focus groups are
viable if COVID-19 infectious rates per one hundred people in the large suburban county in the
southeastern United States in which the research took place remain below 100 per 100,000
persons. All participant interview options are shown below.
1. Online only
2. Hybrid (use of the online collection and small socially distanced groups)
3. In-person interviews and surveys (small socially distant groups)
Interview Protocol
A semi-structured participant interview protocol (Appendix D) was used as the primary
data collection source to foster an interview process that allowed for detailed personal experience
and perception; interviews will be semi-structured, opening the door for in-depth, individualized
feedback regarding students' test failure. Longhurst (2003) states that semi-structured interviews
are more than just simple chats or conversations; they provided the researcher with flexibility
and are often used in conjunction with various other data sources. Because the interviews being
semi-structured, interviewees only participated in the interview process once.
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Student Interviews.
Before the collection of student data, research consent was obtained for student
participation. Elementary and middle school-aged children do not legally have the authority to
consent without a parent/guardian. According to Roth-Cline and Nelson (2013), parent and
guardian consent will play a vital role in the data collection process while exercising their moral
right to consent or not to consent. Student interview questions investigated student perceptions
and experiences regarding failing end-of-year tests. After the interview process, nine student
participants were asked to complete an extension survey in addition to the interview itself.
Student interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Parent Interviews.
Parent interviews investigated how they deal with their child's test failure and any
perceptions they may have regarding the impact of high-stakes test failure in their homes and on
their community. To foster an interview process that allowed for more detailed personal
experience and perception, parent interviews were semi-structured, opening the door for more indepth individualized feedback regarding student test failure.
Using this interview method allowed the informants the freedom and flexibility to speak
freely and give personal examples of their experiences regarding the phenomena. This ability for
informants to speak freely and expound upon their thoughts provided the researcher with an
abundance of various experiences for the experienced phenomenon at hand (Stalsby-Lundborg et
al., 1999; Holmstrom et al.; 2003, Sandberg, 1994).
Field Notes
Phillippi and Lauderdale (2018) claim use of rigorous field notes has been an essential
component of qualitative research since the 1900s. Phillippi and Lauderdale continue this claim
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by stating, "Field notes serve many functions. Predominately, they aid in constructing thick, rich
descriptions of the study context, encounter, interview, focus group, and document’s valuable
contextual data” (p. 381). As participant interviews occurred during this study, field notes
provided a rich description of the interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee.
Moreover, field notes were used to document and analyze interviewee-provided dialogue outside
of the formal interview and survey question script regarding student and parent experiences with
a high-stakes test failure. With each interview transcribed verbatim, field notes used in
combination with the recorded interviews enhanced data management quality during this study
(Tessier, 2012).
State School Proficiency Reports
According to Raudenbush (2004), policymakers and the state department of education
officials use annual school proficiency reports to provide the public with descriptions of how
each school's high-stakes test results directly contribute to overall school success quality. For
research process, state school proficiency reports were accessed using the data detailed on the
annual school report card webpage provided annually for public use by the Georgia Department
of Education. Georgia's yearly school proficiency rating system is called the College and Career
Readiness Performance Index (CCRPI). The CCRPI rating system grades schools annually on a
one-hundred-point grading scale using algorithms that include high-stakes test proficiency,
student attendance, student suspensions, and school financial operating efficiency. Additionally,
weighting the CCRPI score for a school are results from a perception survey completed by
students, school staff members, and parents (Georgia Department of Education, 2020).
In addition to annual school CCRPI reports, individual student high-stakes test score
reports were accessible via the research sites' parent district's student data management system
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identified as the state of Georgia's Statewide Longitudinal Data System (SLDS). Using SLDS,
the researcher will gain insight into individual students' Georgia Milestone test scores reports for
all years the students were enrolled in school in Georgia and participated in state required end of
year high-stakes assessments. SLDS is only accessible via the local school site's administration,
the regional superintendent's office, the office of accountability, or the district's superintendent's
office. Since the primary researcher is currently administrator in the targeted research sites'
school district, permission was requested in writing to internally access students' data for
research purposes through the host district's Board of Education via the office of Research, Data,
and Evaluation.
Data Analysis
Thorne (2000) claims that for readers of qualitative studies, the language of analysis can
be confusing. It is sometimes difficult to know what the researchers did during this phase and
understand how their findings evolved out of the collected or constructed data. Data collected
from recorded interviews, surveys, and handwritten or typed notes were analyzed by hand and
supportive software NVivo. The preferred method of data analyzed gleaned from semi-structured
interviews. As mentioned in the literature review and illustrated in Figure 7, notes and verbatim
interview feedback revealed potential variances about the experienced phenomenon such as but
not limited to student experience, parent and guardian experience, as well as family unit
experience.
Students may experience anxiety due to consequences resulting from test failure (Boaler,
2003). Parent experiences may deal with a lack of available money and resources to pay for
private tutorials and other academic supports not provided by the school, leading to discontent in
the home and school (Baker and Johnston, 2010). Lastly, in addition to a lack of financial
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resources within the family unit, children who fail may be shunned by their siblings and parents,
creating tension within the home family unit (Kozol, 1991). The potential experienced variances
are outlined in Figure 7.
To verify and to further expand the variety of experiences concerning the phenomenon,
once notes and verbatim transcripts from interviews and surveys have been analyzed, codes will
be established via open and axial coding to illustrate commonalities and differences identified
while responses are given. “Open coding includes labeling concepts, defining and developing
categories based on their properties and dimensions. It is used to analyze qualitative data, and
part of many qualitative data analysis methodologies (Khandkar, 2009)”
Beyond the initial labeling process of open coding by itself, Richards and Hemphill
(2018) suggest open coding is an analysis process that allows for the exploration of concepts and
patterns embedded in the data and is followed up by axial coding to connect and display the
embedded patterns. These displays should be beneficial for researcher guidance and reader
interpretation as "data display… can be an ongoing feature of qualitative inquiry" (Glesne,
2016). Figure 8 represents a flow chart detailing the interviewee response translation process
regarding codes, categories, and sub-categories by applying open and axial coding to write a
narrative that details the relationships between all feedback collected from student and parent
participants.
Positionality and Worldview
Regarding positionality and world view, Takacs (2003) argues that
"Knowledge does not arrive unmediated from the world; rather, knowledge gets
constructed by the interaction between the questioner and the world… When we
encourage examination of our knowledge formation processes, we develop habits of
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informed skepticism—of questioning the authority of all knowledge sources,
including ourselves (p.31).”
My positionality and worldview are formed by my past, intended, and unintended habits of
informed skepticism. Takacs (2003) identifies informed skepticism as assumptions and thoughts
that past life experiences and teachings have crafted. As a researcher investigating the
overarching question of “What are the effects of standardized testing on the low-income, African
American, children in an urban setting, details of my positionality and worldview will be
illustrated to readers via three components: The Man, The Educator, and The Researcher.
The Man
Marginalized adolescents throughout their childhood are often blind to the ills, inequities,
and injustices facing them in their everyday lives. This statement applies to me. Beginning with
kindergarten, like many of my peers and classmates, I would daydream about a prosperous life
filled with joy and success, not knowing the societal obstacles and hurdles I faced simply
because I was born a black male in a low-income community. As I matriculated through grade
school, I began to feel the actual effects of being a low-income minority male, whether it was
moving from apartment to apartment every year, standing in lines with my mother in hopes of
receiving government vouchers for food assistance, attending my father’s funeral after he was
shot and killed, or seeing many of my friends and family members incarcerated due to
involvement in criminal incidents, all too often associated with low-income urban communities.
I remember my eighth-grade teacher vividly pulling me outside her classroom and into
the hallway and stating how I would be retained in middle school if I did not perform better in
her language arts class. I remember my final freshman year report card a year later, after being
placed in the ninth grade. The report card indicated I had failed and would repeat the ninth grade.
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Being considered another urban low-income failing student wasn’t the end of my journey; it was
just the beginning. Thankfully, like many other young black males, I was raised by a strong
mother and grandmother, with my grandmother being the grounding influence that kept me
focused. She ensured I would be loved and equipped me with the mindset of not being a product
of my environment and community. My experiences as a low-income urban adolescent help to
form my positionality and incubate my transformative worldview. My goal is for this research
process to contribute to youth's advancement with adolescent backgrounds like mine.
The Educator
Working seven years as a teacher and now seven years and an assistant principal in lowincome urban school settings, my urban education experiences through my adolescent prism
have enhance my toolbox as a professional educator. My cultural background, life experiences,
educational programs, and professional experiences have naturally generated personal biases and
perceptions. They have also equipped me with knowledge and a sense of care regarding
inequities in public education among the affluent and non-affluent. Educators must remember the
problems and issues students deal with daily, even before walking through the doors or their
teacher's classrooms, when educating urban students from marginalized backgrounds. My
experiences have sensitized me to these students' needs, given me patience and a heart that
sustains my goal of rigorously pushing marginalized students to do their best while showing
sensitivity and genuine compassion regarding the challenges in their daily lives.
The Researcher
My adolescent experiences and the influence of other educational professionals have
significantly contributed to my worldview as a researcher. I ascribe to a transformative
worldview that began during the 1980s and 1990s from individuals who felt that the post-
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positivist assumptions imposed structural laws and theories that did not fit marginalized
individuals in our society or issues of power and social justice, discrimination, and oppression
that needed to be addressed (Creswell, 2018). With a transformative worldview lens (Fay, 1987;
Heron and Reason, 1997; Mertens, 2014; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2016), I believe that whether
students pass and fail high stakes assessment, data cannot be viewed as the only criteria to
determine academic success for low-income urban students. We must analyze the whole child
when accounting for academic success and progress. As illustrated in Figure 9, my positionality
and worldview will consider the "whole" child and make this research important to me, as my
goal is to increase not only student achievement but lifelong advancement and success for
students in all educational settings, in particular the settings that are urban, low-income and
heavily populated with Black and brown people.
Strategies to Ensure Trustworthiness
Lincoln and Guba (1985) indicate four main strategies to ensure researcher
trustworthiness during the qualitative research process. These strategies are credibility,
dependability, confirmability, and transferability. In the later years of research guidance,
authenticity has been added as a fifth strategy of ensuring credibility and trustworthiness (Guba
& Lincoln, 1994). With credibility, research findings represent valid information via data derived
from research participants and if this data is an accurate representation of participant perception,
feelings, and views (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004).
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Credibility
The researcher properly adopts credibility by "prolonged and varied field experience,
time sampling, reflexivity (field journal), triangulation, member checking, peer examination,
interview technique, establishing the authority of researcher and structural coherence" (Anney,
2015, p. 276).
As a researcher, I will ensure credibility by:
1. Accurately reporting data as collected and analyzed.
2. Findings will be unaltered and free from omissions.

Dependability
Dependability is determined by the consistency and stability of data sources and overall
conditions of the study over a period of time. Dependability is established using various methods
such as an audit trail of researcher documentation such as logs and reports, a code-recode
strategy for accuracy, stepwise replication for actions to be repeated is needed, data triangulation,
and peer examination (Krefting, 1991).
As a researcher, I will ensure dependability by:
1. Engaging inaccurate record-keeping by maintaining a cataloged file of each interview
transcript and survey collected
2. Detailing each step of each process by using a record-keeping process that records and
documents each step of the research process in its entirety
3. Implement a researcher system of checks and balances by checking analysis results
against actual participant transcripts and survey responses
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Confirmability
Confirmability references the degree to which a particular research study's results can be
confirmed or reproduced by other researchers with the same research interest (Baxter & Eyles,
1997). A research process with an adept level of confirmability will not only inform future
research but allow for consistency of results or provide researchers with informative data about
why results may potentially vary.
As a researcher, I will ensure confirmability by:
1. Report results exactly as found by recording and transcribing each online interview
verbatim and ensuring that all survey responses are unaltered.
2. Conduct transparent research as data collection sources will be identified clearly defined,
recorded, and cataloged
Transferability
Anney (2005) refers to research transferability as the applicableness of the findings and
whether or not the research can be reproduced on a similar, smaller, or larger scale. When the
researcher provides readers and fellow researchers a detailed description of the inquiry process
and initialism of participant selection, it facilitates transferability of the inquiry process as a
whole (Anney, 2005).
As a researcher, I will ensure transferability by:
1. Properly detailing the research setting by providing an in-depth description of the target
community.
2. Properly detailing all research criteria and participants by providing an in-depth
description of participant demographics.
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Authenticity
Winter (2002) indicates authenticity ensures that data collected is actual, unbothered, or
steered by the researcher's opinion of tampering. Winter further indicates, "one might say, a
research report has 'authenticity' (epistemological validity and cultural authority) insofar as it
gives direct expression to the 'genuine voice,' which 'really belongs to' those whose life-worlds
are being described" (p.146).
As a researcher, I will ensure authenticity by:
1. All interview and survey responses collected will be unaltered first-hand feedback from
research participants.
2. Participants will provide feedback referencing only themselves.
3. Identifying themes and codes will be generated from online interviews and surveys given

by research participants only.
Ethical Considerations
According to Orb et al. (2000), research is subject to ethical considerations, no matter the
goal or topic. It further stated that ethical principles in qualitative research are identified as
autonomy, beneficence, and justice. Furthermore, Trochim (2006) states that researchers should
be cognizant of informed consent, voluntary participation, no harm, confidentiality, anonymity,
and relevant access when conducting research ethically. For this qualitative research process,
Orb et al., combined with the recommendation from Trochim, will serve as guiding ethical
principles throughout the research process in its entirety.
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Informed Consent and Participation
To maintain ethical compliance while researching, all participants are fully informed of
why they have been selected, how they contribute to the research process, and its goals in their
entirety. Once participants were informed of the research goals, they then provided the
researcher with consent to proceed in the data collection process. Participants were provided with
clarity and process transparency (Trochim, 2006). Corrigan (2003) suggests that to ensure
transparency, research should provide participants with consent requests in writing, and the
consent agreement should be acknowledged in writing by the participant. Table 4 summarizes
these guiding ethical principles.
Participant Harm and Privacy
The research process must be none harming participants from beginning to end, even
after completing the process. Research must not question participants as if interviews are some
harsh interrogation process. Favoritism or biases must also be nonexistent as related to
participants. Everyone involved must be treated fairly, and their responses to surveys or
interviews, including transcribed transcripts, must be maintained in a safe place, free of altering.
To ensure participants will not be impacted by repercussions or retaliation efforts due to their
research participation, documents need to be free from all personal identifiers, and anonymity
must be maintained at all times (Orb et al., 2000).
Relevancy and Information Storing
Mackey and Gass (2012) assert that the researcher must interpret and determine what
data is relevant to the research process when conducting qualitative research. Even as responses
are kept private and anonymous since interviews were semi-structured and allowed open-ended
responses, only information deemed as valuable and relevant to this research process as a whole
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were analyzed. The results of this research study may be used in reports, presentations, and
publications, but this researcher has not identified participants at any time. To maintain records'
confidentiality, this researcher assigned each research participant a pseudonym to be used in
place of their name to ensure confidentiality. All information about this study will be secured
electronically by the researcher in a password-protected file. Lastly, for publication and potential
purposes, re-analyzation of all data collected, whether deemed appropriate or not, will be stored
and cataloged electronically by the researcher for five years after the initial research process has
been completed.
Researcher Assumptions
The research began this study having predisposed assumptions about how high-stakes test
failure affects low-income Black students and their parents. These assumptions were primarily
generated by the researcher's lack of pre-study evidence and experiences with growing up as an
urban student who attended a low-income school as an adolescent. The first assumption the
research had was that high-stakes test failure would impact the students much more than their
parents. The second assumption of the researcher is that the student's father, whether present in
the home or not, would be a lot more involved in supporting their children who experience
failure. Lastly, the researcher assumes that Black students who are not American-born would
experience high-stakes test failure the same as those born inside the mainland Unites States.
As the researcher worked through this research study, his assumption of high-stakes test
failure as only having a significant impact on the student was challenged as many of the parent
participants expressed how students' failure also gave them feelings of anger, disappointment,
and embarrassment. Additionally, just like many students, parent participants expressed their
wavering confidence levels in teachers and feelings of needing to be more academically
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supportive within their home. The researchers' second assumption was challenged as only one of
the study's participants was identified as having a father engaged in the students' experiences
with a test failure, as was the case with Students Quentin and his father James, due to James
being his son's custodial guardian.
All other fathers of student participants were non-existent in the home, or if they were,
they were not engaged in their student's overall academic success or test failure. Participants
detailed this as being primarily the mother's role. The researcher's last assumption dealing with
how non-American-born Black students experience test failure was also challenged as Student
Tanisha described the harsh reality of experiencing high-stakes test failure while being a lowincome Black student, also having language barrier that impacts for great when reading and
writing than it does when speaking.
Chapter Summary
Chapter three of this dissertation provided an outline of the methodology used to conduct
qualitative research, particularly the phenomenographic approach provided by Ference Marton
(1986). Furthermore, detailed in chapter three were parameters for participant requirements, the
qualitative data collection process, and data analysis methods used in open and axial coding for
this study. The researcher’s positionality and worldview were also detailed as informed through
the researcher's lens as a man, as a professional educator, and as a qualitative researcher. The
chapter concluded with strategies for trustworthiness and ethical consideration.

HIGH-STAKES TESTING

68
CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Introduction

Chapter four of this phenomenographic research study explores how Black students
experience high-stakes test failure in urban low-income schools. Data analysis in this chapter
provides a detailed description of the researcher's findings by qualitatively illustrating layered
results derived from the data collected and analyzed during participant interviews. Moreover, this
chapter includes findings detailed in the researcher's observation field notes. In addition to
discussing the first-order findings of the phenomenon, data results were analyzed and ultimately
led to what Marton (1981) calls the second order of phenomenography. The second order of
phenomenography unveils the variations in the lived experiences of low-income Black middle
school students who failed their state-mandated, end-of-grade promotion test as fifth graders and
how their parents engage in this phenomenon of failure.
The findings of this chapter are a direct result of participants engaging in interviews to answer
the following research questions:
1. In what ways have 8th-grade students who failed in the 5th grade experienced failure on
high-stakes tests in a predominantly Black, low-income urban school?
2. In what ways do parents engage this phenomenon regarding failure on high-stakes tests?
Participants’ Descriptions
For this phenomenographic research study, the researcher examined the lived experiences
of nine students and their parents (a total of seventeen participants), making up eight households
at two separate school sites through a paired interview process. A breakdown of each participant
is found in Table 5, and deeper descriptions of each family unit are discussed below.
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Student Antwan and Parent Jane
Antwan is a male student, the youngest child of three siblings, and has two older brothers
currently in high school. One is a senior and one a sophomore. Antwan's parents are present in
his home. Both parents graduated high school however, neither is college educated. His mother,
Jane, is a stay-at-home mom. Antwan's father works primarily at an industrial warehouse and
works as a handyman picking upside jobs to earn extra income to supplement his and his wife's
low annual earnings. Jane states, "my husband is pretty good with his hands, so he does a lot of
side work, picking up extra money whenever he can" (Parent Jane, personal communication,
January 2022).
Antwan historically has not done well in school, as he believes he does not have the same
academic competency as many of his peers. Antwan states, "failing the math and reading tests as
a fifth-grader didn't shock me much. I'm not the dumbest, but I'm smartest either" (Student
Antwan, personal communication, January 2022).
The participants that before the current school year, he was often unmotivated to learn;
however, being physically out of school during the height of the pandemic made him realize the
importance of how learning from a teacher in-person as well as the social benefits of being able
to interact with his peers is conducive to his growth as a teenager and soon to be adult. Jane
echoes Antwan's previous disinterest in school by explaining, "my son is an introvert who is not
self-motivated. He will never really push himself. It's always his dad and me" (Parent Jane,
personal communication, January 2022).
Consistent engagement and excelling in school have been challenging with her three
sons. Jane feels that although financially challenging, being a stay-at-home mom allows her to
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dedicate more time to monitor her children's progress and needs related to school. Jane identifies
their gross annual income for the family of five as less than $60,000.
Student Tristen and Parent Monica
Tristen is a male student who is an only child and lives in a single-parent household with
his mother, Monica. He enjoys school and states that one of the hardest things he has ever had to
do was stay away from school and his peers during the pandemic. Tristen points out that he
"likes almost everything about school and loves practices and performances" (Student Tristen,
personal communication, January 2022).
He is a member of the school's concert orchestra and is active in the school's drama club.
Tristen states that he loves school and considers himself one of the best all-around students who
attend his school. However, Tristen and Monica both suggest that Tristen's involvement in
extracurricular activities in the fifth grade adversely affected him academically by contributing to
his failing multiple end-of-year milestone tests as a fifth-grade student.
Tristen believes being an only child helps his mother, and that if he had siblings his
mother would be forced to work even harder than she does now to provide a stable life for her
family. Monica comments on single parenting by stating, "being a single parent is challenging
mentally and financially, but I have no choice. We have to survive, so I can't make any excuses.
It's life" (Parent Monica, personal communication, January 2022).
Even with the challenges of being a single parent, she sees her son's excitement about
school and the extracurricular activities he participates in. She further says she is willing to make
ends meet however she can if that means Tristen will stay on a positive social trajectory. Monica
refers to herself as a single parent and mentions that Tristen's dad, while living, is not in the
picture and has not been since Tristen was an infant. Monica has an associate degree and works

HIGH-STAKES TESTING

71

as an administrative assistant with an annual gross of less than $40,000 annually. Monica is
going back to school and earning her bachelor's degree as she believes it will open more doors
for professional growth and higher pay.
Student Madison and Parent Stacey
Madison is a female student who is the eldest of her mother's two children, having a sister
who is also a middle school student. Living with Madison, her sister, and her mother, Stacey, is
their grandmother. Madison's father is not present in the household or active in her life, and she
is the sole provider for the family of four. Madison loves school, considers herself a social
butterfly, and her favorite subjects are social studies and science. Madison believes herself to be
a popular student among her peers and enjoys running track and social media. Stacey does not
have a college degree but has worked the same for several years, working in retail. Stacy's
mother has lived with her and her children for several years and does not work but does receive
social security income that contributes to the household expenses. Stacey states, "raising children
is hard, especially girls, but having my mother at home with us helps me with the girls and with
the bills when I need it, and I'm grateful for her" (Parent Stacey, personal communication,
January 2022).
Stacey states that her annual gross income in the retail sector is below $40,000. Stacey is
proud to have stable employment considering her level of attained education, as she was a high
school dropout who eventually earned her GED. However, Stacey and Madison believe that
Stacey's work hours and insufficient academic achievement when Madison was in the fifth grade
contributed significantly to Madison failing multiple end-of-year milestone tests as a fifth-grade
student.
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Students Jermaine and Tania and Parent Tracy
Jermaine is a male eighth-grade student. He enjoys the social aspect of school more than
he enjoys the actual process of daily learning. Jermaine enjoys playing video games in his spare
time, and although not part of any team, he enjoys sports, especially football. Jermaine points out
that he considers himself well-known and more intelligent than the average student by saying,
"Me and my friends are popular, so it makes school fun for me. I feel like everyone knows who I
am" (Student Jermaine, personal communication, January 2022).
Jermaine also states that his current 8th grade school year has been his favorite school
year of all his primary school years. Jermaine claims that his fifth-grade teachers were not
engaging, leading him to fail multiple end-of-year milestone tests as a fifth-grade student. In
addition to Jermaine, his twin sister Tania is also an eighth-grade student at the school. Tania is
not as outgoing as Jermaine. Tania has a small group of friends with whom she chooses to
socialize and rarely deviates from her circle of friends.
Additionally, Tania does not participate in extracurricular activities and considers herself
a homebody who likes to stay in the house and watch television. Tania points out she and her
brother are not alike socially and states, "I don't like to be bothered by people like my brother
who thinks he's cool." She says, "Me and my best friend both like to just sit around watch
television and text" (Student Tania, personal communication, January 2022). Unlike many of her
peers, Tania is not overly interested in social media. Tania claims she failed multiple milestone
tests as a fifth-grader due to contributing factors such as lack of support at home.
Jermaine and Tania live with both their father Jermaine Sr and their mother Tracy.
Jermaine Sr elected not to participate in this study. Both parents are employed full-time, with
Jermaine Sr working as a day laborer and Tracy working at a local restaurant. Neither parent
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attended college; however, both have a high school diploma. Tracy states that the combined
gross annual income for four is less than $60,000 annually. However, Tracy indicates that "the
income does go up but can also go down" depending on the number of overtime hours each
parent can work during the year on their jobs. Additionally, Tracy states that financially, she and
her husband are still recovering from lost pay during the early stages of the COVID-19
pandemic.
Student Quentin and Parent James
Quentin is a male student who has lived in the Metro East Primary school community
since he was in the third grade. He enjoys school and states he has enjoyed his eighth-grade
school year as he missed being in school throughout the pandemic as he and many of his peers
were required to pivot from in-person to virtual learning. Quentin's mother and father, James,
divorced as he began fourth grade and Quentin has lived with his father since that time. Quentin
is in a select group of students identified by previous test scores to participate in the students'
response to intervention (RTI) team. Through creative scheduling, he is currently assigned
additional math and English/reading classes in addition to his current core classes. Meaning he
has six core teachers instead of the traditional four. Quentin points out that the responsibilities of
his father's workload have a heavy influence on his academic production and led him to fail the
end of years' milestone tests as a fifth grader.
Quentin's father, James, has custody of Quentin. James does not have a college degree
but has some education beyond a high school diploma. James states, "I went to college for a
couple of years, but like most people back then, I stopped going after a few semesters, dropped
out, and started working full time. I needed the money" (Parent James, personal communication,
January 2022).
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Aside from working and being a single parent, James enjoys coaching at the local
recreation center. James describes his annual income as fluctuating as his pay can vary as a
forklift driver depending upon his overtime and seasonal holiday pay. James identifies his yearly
average salary to be less than $40,000. James says he has been looking for a higher-paying job
but feels his skill set is limited to warehouse work. His pay will always be around the same
range, no matter where he goes, which deters him from risking losing seniority and starting fresh
for a new employer.
Student Tanisha and Parent Brenda
Tanisha is a female eighth-grade Black student born in the African country of Ghana.
Additionally, she is self-proclaimed in love with social media. She has no interest in
extracurricular school activities but loves to text and talk to her school friends on the phone
during her idle time. Tanisha considers herself a socially average student but a below-average
student academically. She explains that "not being born in America and not learning English
when I was smaller makes it hard on me" (Student Tanisha, personal communication, January
2022).
Tanisha claims this to be the case specifically for core academics. She further claims that
the language barrier and lack of ESOL support were significant contributors to her failing the
end-of-year milestone tests as a fifth-grade student. While Tanisha has been in America since
elementary school, she continues to receive English Language Learner services.
Brenda, Tanisha's mother, is married; however, her husband does not live in the United
States. He still resides in Tanisha and Brenda's home country. Brenda states that relocating her
daughter to a new country years ago was risky, but she feels it was "worth every moment of
worry" (Parent Brenda, personal communication, January 2022).
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She believes that the United States provides a better quality of life than her native land.
Brenda works at a local restaurant to make ends meet for her household of two. She states that
while her annual income is not much, the life she is provided in America with government
assistance far exceeds that of her home country. Brenda also says she desires increased pay but
has experienced limitations with job attainment due to her improved but limited language skills
and a lack of formal education. Brenda identifies her annual income as less than $20,000
annually.
Student Daron and Parent Tammy
Daron is an 8th-grade male-like many other interviewees. He considers himself to be one
of the most, if not the most, famous student in his school because of his number of social media
followers. Daron has been in and out of juvenile corrections for several reasons. Daron points out
that he wants "to be a rapper" who influences "the world and social media with music and
fashion" (Student Daron, personal communication, January 2022).
As his rap career manifests, he believes that reflection on his adolescent lifestyle will
make his music credible as his popularity rises. Daron suggests he does not need extensive
schooling to succeed in the music industry and draws attention to the fact that he failed the endof-year milestones tests as a fifth-grader due to being unengaged in school academically and
concerning extracurricular program availability.
Daron is the only child of his mother, Tammy, who is unemployed. Tammy states that
while she does have income that she would rather not discuss in detail, she has not worked a
consistent nine-to-five job in years. Her unidentified income and government assistance sources
include EBT food, EBT Cash, and an apartment rental program. Tammy indicates that she "lives
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a stable lifestyle that's comfortable without being stressed out" (Parent Tammy, personal
communication, January 2022).
Tammy's reason for pursuing steady employment is that she does not have a high school
diploma or GED, and the type of jobs at her disposal are not the jobs that she is currently interest
in or has held interest in the past. Tammy states that her and her son's documented income are
well below $20,000 a year, but she also says they somehow make ends meet.
Student Jamie and Grandparent Karen
Lastly, Jamie is an eighth-grade female student who, although a member of the school's
basketball team, considers herself an introvert and announces herself by saying, "y’all already
know I don't like school" (Student Jamie, personal communication, January 2022).
Jamie has little interest in academics, and she indicates that her interest level in school
has decreased even more since her milestones test failure in the fifth grade. Jamie makes it
known that she would not attend school daily but instead stay home for homeschooling if it were
her choice. Jamie has two older siblings who have also enrolled in school. Jamie also has a
younger sibling who is currently a sixth-grade student. Jamie considers herself the most socially
awkward and the slowest learner of the four siblings. In the home with Jamie and her sibling is
Jamie's grandmother Karen who has custody of all the children. Karen explains that her daughter
gave up on parenting years ago and was willing to turn her children over to foster care. Karen did
not want her grandchildren turned over to the state, so she decided to take Jamie and her three
siblings' custodial guardians. Karen works at a local mom-and-pop restaurant and relies on
government assistance to make ends meet for her and her grandchildren. Karen states the income
she brings in annually is less than $40,000.
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Emergent Codes

After data was collected via open-ended semi-structured interviews, the data combined
with the researcher's field notes revealed three primary emergent codes. As seen in Figure 10, the
first code was increased disinterest in school. The second code was confidence lost in teachers,
and the third code was life outside of school. Furthermore, derived from participant responses the
emergent codes were supported by subcategories, the paradigm element, and the outcomes of
participant lived experiences. The coding system can be outlined in Figure 10, which focused on
emergent coding in Appendix A.
Code 1 Disinterest in School
The first emergent code among interviewees was increased disinterest in school. All
students and parents' emphasized disinterest in school as students experience failure on end-ofyear high-stakes tests. Most students spoke about how they were already more interested in the
social aspect of school than the academic aspect even before they failed the end-of-year
milestone tests as fifth graders. Student test failure was directly pinned as being due to the
ineffectiveness of many of their past teachers, such as their fifth-grade teachers, who have
disappointed them by not preparing them to pass high-stakes tests. Students have become even
more disinterested as they feel school is boring and does not cater to their needs as learners,
contributing to cyclical failure on high-stakes tests. Many parents also feel their student's interest
in school is linked directly to performance on high-stakes tests. Furthermore, parents expressed
that their student's increased disinterest in school due to test failure has unfortunately become the
norm among low-income Black urban students today.
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Code Two – Confidence Lost in Teachers
The second emergent code was confidence lost in teachers. The first- order of findings of
this code related to the interviewee’s concerns regarding the teacher's pedagogical ability,
content knowledge, and teaching passion. In the second order of experiences and engagement
interviewees emphasized that poor teacher quality directly impacts students receiving the optimal
level of classroom instruction, leading to their confidence loss in teachers. The confidence loss
accompanied participants' anxiety, anger, stress, and doubt after experiencing test failure.
Interviewees also lacked confidence in teachers because of teacher absenteeism and
teachers who seemed uninterested in the critical core content areas tested on the end-of-the-year
high-stakes math and English language arts test. Many interviewees believed that student
attainment of content knowledge and tested curriculum would have exceeded what the
participant students learned three years ago in the fifth grade with better teachers. Interviewees
also alluded suggested that if students had access to a better-quality teacher who were more
effective, they would take more responsibility for their learning process, and the experiences of
test failure would not be as adverse or even non-existent.
Code Three – Life Outside of School
The third emergent code among interviewees, life outside of school, raises concerns
about factors students will deal with daily or periodically outside of school. They felt these
factors influence their ability to perform as expected at school and not only lead them to
experience high-stakes test failure but magnify the experiences of failure once failure in the fifth
grade occurred. Interviewees identified student's life outside of school as a heavy influence on
their ability to perform in school and as a factor causing them to become less engaged in
academics leading them to experience high-stakes test failure. Interviewees identified
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influencing factors such as parent absenteeism, parent's ability to assist with schoolwork,
community resources due to socioeconomic status, and in-home issues. Furthermore, in the
second order of Marton's phenomenographic approach, in addition to life outside of school being
a factor for poor school performance leading to a high-stakes test failure, interviewees explained
that adverse elements, namely lived experiences with turmoil and tension between students and
parents within the primary inner household issues occurred or were even further magnified when
students failed the high-stakes test as fifth-grade students.
Explanation of Findings by Coded Themes
Increased disinterest in school, confidence lost in teachers, and life outside of school
emerged during this phenomenographic study as interviewee data were analyzed via the abstract
coding method of integrating open and axial coding. Additionally, this qualitative data coding
method uncovered layers of determinants that delved into the authentic lived experiences of
students and their parents' engagement in this phenomenon of failure on end-of-year high-stakes
tests. Not only were primary codes identified, but subcategories emerged as outcomes related to
high-stakes test performance and ultimately failure. Figure 11 depicts the lived experiences of
students' high-stakes test failure and how parents engage in the phenomenon as identified.
Synthesized explanations of the emergent codes that overarch the subcategories, paradigm
element(s), and conditions of high-stakes test failure following the illustration.
Code One: Increased Disinterest in School
The first coded theme emerged as students become even more disinterested in school
than before failure occurred, leading to more substantiated academic problems as they progress
through middle and high school. This coded theme produced one subcategory. The subcategory
included in interest in school is:
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1. Engagement and Motivation
Increased Disinterest in School
When conducting this phenomenographic data analysis, the interviewees identified many
items about how they experienced and engaged in a high-stakes test failure. One thing revealed is
that the phenomenon of high-stakes test failure is both a significant precursor and aftereffect of
students' interest in school. Many student interviewees regarded school as more social time than
a time for academic enrichment and growth. In addition to many students regarding school as a
social hangout, when further diving into participants' interview responses, students were
disengaged and disinterested in school due to experiences intertwined with feelings and
perceptions of teachers not caring about teaching, instead only "teaching to the test." Students
perceived those teachers as lacking key engagement strategies as they only taught what was
necessary for students to pass the test.
They excluded the incorporation of real-life applications compounded with classroom
lessons void of tasks and conversations that do not cater to students' soft skill development.
Parent Stacey reiterates this lack of incorporation as she states her child Madison would often
complain about teachers being boring and unengaging with specific statements like, "I just really
like the social parts of school... it is so boring, and teachers are always mean and don't care about
us” (Student Madison, personal communication, January 2022).
While analyzing interviewee participant responses, student Antwan revealed that as a
fifth grader and currently as an eighth-grader, he does not enjoy school and sees attending school
as more of a "chore" rather than a privilege. Antwan claims that "most times school gets boring
and is not fun at all” (Student Antwan, personal communication, January 2022). In addition to
her primarily enjoying the social aspect of school, much like Antwan, student Madison expresses
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her disinterest in school from day to day. However, she says that her disengagement is primarily
with math and English language arts. Madison states, "as a fifth-grade student when I failed,
math and language arts were boring, and they still are." She says, "it's like teachers aren't creative
with these two subjects, and it makes school boring... I'm a social person and like activities that
make me want to learn” (Student Madison, personal communication, January 2022).
Offering similar experiences as Antwan and Madison, students Jermaine and Quentin,
whom both see themselves as students who want to enjoy learning, have rarely done so,
especially as fifth-grade students. Quentin echoes Antwan and Madison's sentiment of school
being boring and that teachers are not tapping into his potential when it comes to learning.
Quentin states that "I want to learn. I can learn with good teachers. The problem is in fifth-grade,
learning was boring, and I didn't learn up to my potential because everything was so boring. It
made me not like school even more” (Student Quentin, personal communication, January 2022).
Parent James agrees with his son by suggesting, "if school were more interesting, I
believe Quentin would have passed the milestone test in fifth grade and would be doing better
now in middle school” (Parent James, personal communication, January 2022).
When expressing his increased disinterest in school, Student Jermaine says, "I like video
games and other things that are interactive, and school should be more fun and interactive”
(Student Jermaine, personal communication, January 2022). Jermaine says, "kids like me like to
play games. That's how you get students interested in school. Make learning fun” (Student
Jermaine, personal communication, January 2022). Jermaine's mother, Tracy, chimes in and
states, "school has gotten a little better for my children since the pandemic began." Tracy says,
"because there is more technology, but when they were fifth-graders, they were still learning the
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old way, and they were really bored and not interested. That's why they failed and don't want to
do right” (Parent Tracy, personal communication, January 2022).
Expressing the challenges students have with being interested in school, as eighth-grade
students who failed in the fifth grade were students Tania and Tanisha. Both students vary in
their social characteristics as Tania considers herself an introvert and Tanisha consider herself
outgoing. However, both students say they would genuinely like to be fully invested and
interested in school daily but share a common disinterest when it comes to school. Tania desires
classrooms that have small teacher-to-student ratios, as does Tanisha. Tania says small classes
help her to focus and sustain her engagements in daily class lessons. Tanisha is black and an
ESOL student who says "small class sizes and hands-on lessons " helps hold her interest (Student
Tanisha, personal communication, January 2022). As teachers can give her attention, she needs
hands-on lessons to make her language barrier less of an issue.
Tania makes a similar comment by pointing out, "in the fifth grade, when I failed the test,
it got worse. It was too many students in a class, it was hard to stay focused and interested every
day because someone is always misbehaving and getting in trouble. Tania finishes by saying, I'm
used to it now, but sometimes it makes me not even want to go to school. Tanisha also points out
that large classes can be factors in student's disinterest both prior to and after failure by
suggesting, "when I need help and can't get the attention I need, I get frustrated and no longer
care if I pass or if I fail… it's gotten worse since the fifth grade. It's hard to care” (Student
Tanisha, personal communication, January 2022).
Much like Tania and Tanisha, student Tristen wants to be genuinely interested and
engaged in school and take ownership of his learning. However, unlike Tania and Tanisha,
Tristen believes his fifth-grade teacher did an excellent job keeping him interested in daily
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lessons and classroom tasks leading up to high-stakes end-of-year testing. Tristen affirms his
stance on school interest by stating, "My teachers taught me in fifth grade. They were really
good teachers. I thought I was going to pass the test, and when I didn't, I was really surprised."
Tristen's mother, Monica, supports Tristen's view of his teacher by stating, "yeah his teachers
were pretty good and on top of it. After failing the milestone, he never really complained about
not wanting to go to school” (Student Tristen, personal communication, January 2022).
When the data analysis revealed how students' interest in school led to and is manifested
in a high-stakes test failure, two students stood out. These two student outliers were Daron and
Jamie. Neither Daron nor Jamie had much interest in school as fifth-grade students, as neither
does now as eighth-grade students. Neither student cared whether they passed or failed end-ofyear high-stakes tests as fifth graders. Daron says that he has lost interest in school by the year
and has wanted to only focus on being a rapper for as long as he can remember. He is not
interested in learning or being engaged in school because he does not comprehend how
classroom academics are needed if he only wants to be a rapper and a social media influence.
Daron claims he knew he would fail the test as a fifth grader but was okay with it
because, again, failing a test would not stop his dream career. Tammy, Daron's mother, states,
"Daron is not interested in going to school. He only goes because I make him." Daron responds
and says, "failing the test as a fifth-grader is bad, and my mom was mad at me like she always is,
but it's not going to stop me from being who I want to be in life” (Parent Tammy, personal
communication, January 2022). Like Tammy, Jamie's grandparent Karen wants her
granddaughter to do well in school. However, although with no desire to be a rapper, like Daron,
Jamie has very little interest in school, if any. She is simply just unmotivated and does not like
school. Jamie states, "school doesn't interest me, and I'm okay with that because all jobs don't
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require you to do well in school." She continues by saying, "I just don't like it. I know I'll fail the
test as an eighth-grader just like I did in fifth grade, which made me care even less about school.
I'll probably look dumb again, but it's okay” (Student Jamie, personal communication, January
2022).
Subcategory: Engagement and Motivation
The essence of experiences students had leading up to and after high-stakes test failure
can be looked at deeper with specifics to engagement and motivation. Specifically, student
engagement in class and motivational factors that lead to learning loss or untapped learning
eventually led to students experiencing high-stakes test failure. Student Jermaine and Mother
Tracy believe that schools have been behind the times and are now catching up to the technology
world and world outside of public education. Jermaine asserts that three years ago, as a fifth
grader, his teacher still taught the "old-fashioned way with pencil and paper only” (Student
Jermaine, personal communication, January 2022). Jermaine further states that being a video
game lover and being really into technology makes it hard for him to focus and become engaged
in daily lessons that do not tap into his learning style. Jermaine elaborates on his previously
mentioned comment by suggesting that if his fifth-grade teacher had "made learning more fun
and interactive with games and technology," he may have done better on the test and not failed
because he would have learned more during the school year (Student Jermaine, personal
communication, January 2022). Tracy says, "I'm sure he was not prepared for the fifth-grade test
simply because he has a short attention span when things aren't fun for him and moving one
hundred miles an hour” (Parent Tracy, personal communication, January 2022).
Differing from Jermaine, Tania and Quentin are not as interested in technology.
However, they both preferred that learning prior test failure be more hands-on and project based
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as fifth graders and their teachers taught the required curriculum as their teachers prepared them
for the end of the year testing. Tania says that her fifth-grade teacher "practically made them
work out of workbooks the entire year and nothing was fun and interactive." Her parent Tracy
vocalizes this by stating, "her teachers in all subjects were always pressing for students to
prepare for the test by using workbooks" (Student Tania, personal communication, January
2022). Tracy says this was evident, especially in the month leading up to the end-of-year
milestone test. Tania states that working all the time in the prep workbooks "was so boring, and I
wish we had more projects or different types of assignments to help us learn and prepare for the
test." She says, "I felt dumb when I was getting ready to take the test because I had only been
working out of workbooks, especially in math. I was lost and had bad anxiety. She continues by
saying when I failed, I just didn't care anymore" (Student Tania, personal communication,
January 2022).
Quentin understands that when you take the end-of-the-year test, you must complete it
individually, but he prefers group work and teachers that motivate him. He states that "when
learning is fun, and you have a good class... you can learn from the teacher, and you're motivated
by your classmates by working together in partners or groups." Quentin goes on to say:
"Even sometimes when you're scared to ask a question out loud, you can ask your
partner. If I had had a partner or a group in class as I learned, I would not have done as
bad on the test in fifth grade, and I would probably care about school more. Teachers
really don't understand that we learn and motivate each other sometimes more than we
learn or are motivated from them" (Student Quentin, personal communication, January
2022).
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Moving on from Quentin, student Tanisha believes her experience with test failure is due
to a lack of preparation not only because of in-class engagement but also because of whole
school operations. Tanisha suggests that the school needs more ESOL teachers to assist students
like her, and she states, "having just one ESOL teacher for all of us who need her isn't helping
much, and it's the same as it was in fifth grade when I failed the milestone test." Tanisha further
states, "I need help sometimes, especially with reading passages." It's hard for me to get
interested in the class when I have a challenging time understanding what I'm reading." Tanisha's
mother, Brenda, suggests it would also be good to have an ESOL group that meets after school
like a club to help students with test prep and class assignments, and that would also help ESOL
parents better assist their children in keeping them interested. Brenda passionately states, "It
would help our children who keep failing every year because they need help and aren't getting
what they need, so they just want to stop going to school" (Student Tanisha, personal
communication, January 2022).
As for Daron, who previously stated he is primarily interested in being a rapper and
social media influencer, he says:
"if elementary schools or all schools had fun things to do like talent shows or music
classes with rap and not just boring music, I would like it more and would have probably
felt different about school and have taken my work and test more seriously, so I don't fail
the test every year. Students like me need attention and want to be motivated too, I just
didn't have that, so school has gotten stressful boring to me" (Student Daron, personal
communication, January 2022).
Parent Tammy agrees with her son by suggesting that all students deserve to enjoy
school, and Daron is not often interested because his teachers do not know how to reach students
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like him. She states, "teachers care only about students passing the test, and that's it" (Parent
Tammy, personal communication, January 2022). Like Daron, Jamie currently has no genuine
interest in attending school and only attends because it is required. However, Jamie does admit
that her school view has gotten progressively worse from year to year. Jamie indicates that
experiencing failure on the fifth-grade Milestone increased her desire not to attend school. Jamie
believes that teachers do not try to engage students who do not like school.
If more teachers had tried to change her mind about school, mentor her, or help her
discover a way to make learning enjoyable for her beginning in kindergarten, her view of school
may be different. She states, "I don't feel like teachers have really cared much, and they just care
about their check and a test, which makes me care less about learning because I can't teach
myself." She also states, "they kept telling us in the fifth grade, we would get kept back if we
didn't pass the test, but they didn't try to teach us in different ways to prepare us. I knew I would
fail anyway." She says, "they really lied to us and had us angry for no reason, because I failed
and ended up in the sixth grade anyway" (Student Jamie, personal communication, January
2022).
Unlike Daron and Jamie, with a different take on engagement and motivation leading
students to experience failure on high-stakes tests, was student Tristen. Tristen's perception of
engagement was not of a negative connotation like his fellow peers who participated in this
phenonmenographic study. Tristen somewhat believes he has been over-engaged and that
participating in too many school activities decreased his focus on his academics and could have
led to him failing the Milestone as a fifth-grade student. Tristen states:
"just like I am now when I was in elementary school, I was part of the student
government association, participated in the orchestra, and did all the school plays. I
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thought I was going to pass the test in fifth grade, but when I failed, my mom was like,
I'm doing too much and not focusing enough on my schoolwork. I feel bad for failing but
would feel even worse if I had to slow down doing the things at school I really like
doing" (Student Tristen, personal communication, January 2022).
Tristen's mother, Monica, felt somewhat guilty and responsible for her son being ill-prepared for
the milestone test as she asserts, "as a parent, you want to keep your kids busy in school."
However, she continues by saying, "I've learned that you must also keep them focused and
interested in their schoolwork at the same time" (Parent Monica, personal communication,
January 2022).
Code Two: Confidence Lost in Teachers
The second emergent code, confidence lost in teachers, informs how students'
experiences of high-stakes test failure affect their trust in their fifth-grade teachers and the
teachers who will teach them after the fifth grade. Ultimately the experiences students have when
test failure occurs are interconnected to the confidence students have in their teachers both before
and after the actual failure occurs. These experiences are lingering and ongoing, rather than a
one-time event happening at the end of fifth grade. In addition to uncovering a lack of teacher
confidence, this code further produced a subcategory that details those students who had
experiences with test failure because many of them and their parents believe their teachers failed
to prepare them properly and adequately equip them to pass the end of year tests. The
subcategory produced concerning teacher confidence is:
1. Student Preparation
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Confidence Lost in Teachers
As the data analysis continued during this phenomenographic research study, the
emergent coded theme of confidence lost in teachers emerged. All interviewees except for one
expressed a lack of confidence in teachers as they experienced or engaged in a high-stakes test
failure. This lack of teacher confidence directly results from the domino effect of failure. This
domino effect also impacts students' predetermined views about their next set of teachers. Their
experiences with failure would cause tarnishing before stepping in a new teacher's classroom
door as they progressed through school. As the participants detailed their experiences and
engagement with high-stakes test failure, many of them explained that their lack of teacher
confidence was connected to class and test preparation that resulted in the test failure. This
failure was vocalized as a direct outcome related to the teacher's perceived overall effectiveness.
The teacher's teaching style and absenteeism were also connected to learning loss and curriculum
gaps, causing students to experience test failure. Overwhelmingly participants felt that in-class
preparation by these teachers was essential and was a massive factor for them experiencing test
failure and not having confidence in their teachers in the years to come.
Interview participants expressed that fifth-grade teachers taught only the test and focused
heavily on precisely what they thought maybe on or projected to be on the end-of-year tests.
However, after taking the test and realizing many of the test materials reviewed were not on the
actual administered test. Interviewees voiced their concerns about school initiatives such as
March Madness which focused on only the test itself and solely focused on drilling information
that was deemed, as coined by parent Jane as "test-useful." Participants also expressed that if
their teachers had just "taught how they should have" the entire year instead of making a mad
dash for preparation at the end, student participants would not have experienced test failure and

HIGH-STAKES TESTING

90

would not have a predetermined view that teachers to come would do the same thing (Parent
Jane, personal communication, January 2022).
Furthermore, student participants expressed that they would have been better prepared if
teachers had covered all curriculum and learning objects related to math and ELA, not just what
teachers and administrators projected to be on the test. "What about the months before March?"
student Jermaine asks. Jermaine continues by asking, "What about what the teacher teaches me
every day? Does this matter? Is the teacher teaching me skills to get better in life, or do they just
want me to do well on the test and not care about me learning things that will help me in high
school and college" (Student Jermaine, personal communication, January 2022)?
Student Preparation
Student participants and their parents lost or never gained confidence in their teachers
when experiencing high-stakes test failure. They felt like teachers did not prepare them either
because they were frequently not present or for other reasons such as simply not caring enough.
Two of the student interviewees voiced their concern about not having a consistent math or
language arts teacher throughout the school year. Both students explain that substitute teachers
had to take over their classes in fifth grade for much of the year because their assigned teachers
either quit or they were out on some type of leave for a large part of the school year. Student
Tania explains that her teacher was pregnant and did not return after having her baby during the
Spring semester. The same semester in which the end-of-grade high-stakes test is administered in
Georgia. Tania states, "My teacher was pregnant, and we knew it because you could see that she
was pregnant, and she would talk about having a baby" (Student Tania, personal communication,
January 2022).

HIGH-STAKES TESTING

91

Tania's mother, Tracy, says that after the teacher informed the students and parents that
she would be out to have her baby, "she never returned, and our kids got a substitute teacher for
the rest of the school year." Student Jamie explains that her class was full of students that were
behavior problems and made the classroom teacher quit. Jamie explains, "we were bad, nobody
wanted to teach us. We had a teacher, they quit, so our science teacher taught us math too, but I
don't think she liked math as much. You could tell" (Parent Tracy, personal communication,
January 2022). Much like Jamie and Tania, Quentin and Daron expressed feelings illustrating
experiences of feeling as if they were not necessary or as significant as other classes of students
because they did not have a full-time teacher and not having a full-time teacher consistently led
to poor performance on the end of year high stakes tests which led consequently to experiencing
test failure and feelings of lost confidence in their teachers and school.
Even as she was affording stability by having a consistent full-time classroom teacher,
Student Tanisha states that she lost confidence in her teacher's ability to teach and manage her
class already and adequately being an English language learner. Tanisha also suggests that her
teacher was not equipped with the skills needed to teach her class because the course contained
both traditional students and ESOL students. Tanisha specifically references her fifth-grade
teacher by saying, "her students, who were in deeper need for small group or skills to be worked
on, were not taught like we should have been." Tanisha's mother, Brenda, makes it known that
although her daughter did have an ESOL teacher who would pull her out of class from time to
time for intensive instruction, the ESOL teacher was not consistently at her school every day
because she had students at other schools as well. As a parent, it made her lose confidence in the
teacher and the school system; as she claims, "my daughter gets embarrassed because she fails a
test and it's not her fault" (Parent Brenda, personal communication, January 2022).
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Student Antwan suggests that he lost confidence in his teachers' ability to teach him the
content effectively because his fifth-grade teacher, responsible for teaching two core subjects,
was always focused on social studies more than language arts. Antwan's mother, Jane, believes
that the heavy focus on social studies content hurt the English language arts curriculum and the
skills he needed to learn. This untimely led to him experiencing test failure at the end of the
school year, attending summer school as a fifth-grade student, and being below grade level in the
sixth grade. Jane states, "my son didn't learn what he was supposed to learn in fifth grade. We
were upset he failed the test, and this also caused him to fall further behind when he got to
middle school" (Parent Jane, personal communication, January 2022).
Much like many of the other students, student Madison expressed her reasons for having
very little confidence in her fifth-grade teachers, leading to the predetermined judgment of her
sixth-grade teachers. Madison states that many of her classmates may have felt the same way she
did. "The teacher would always say I got my mine, and you better get yours. I'm going to get my
paycheck regardless of how you do." Madison says, "We knew we were going to fail the test
because she was always telling us this like she didn't believe we were willing enough to learn...
she just wasn't a good teacher. She didn't care. Madison says, " It makes you feel all your
teachers will be like this" (Student Madison, personal communication, January 2022). Student
"Tristen, who in his interview references the same teacher, states, "when I ended up failing the
test, I felt dumb and behind right then, because I felt like my teacher did not care about us
enough to make sure we learned enough to pass in fifth grade" (Student Tristen, personal
communication, January 2022).
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Code Three: Life Outside of School
The last emergent coded theme, life outside of school, informs how students ultimately fail,
and experiences tied to this failure on high-stakes tests adversely affect their household and
compound the marginalization they already deal with in the community. This coded theme
produced two subcategories. These subcategories included in school interest are:
1. Parental Involvement
2. Community Resources and Influence
Life Outside of School
As this phenomenographic research study continued to unfold through the data analysis
process, the final and most dense coded theme emerged. This last code of life outside of school
looked into the non-school lives of the study participants and how test failure causes adverse
experiences and often influences the cyclical marginalization of their communities. Because
throughout the school year, when needed most, students often do not receive the home support
needed to become successful academically, many student participants expressed the need for
more than just time in school to work on their schoolwork, but also requiring time and supports
at home, especially after the failure in fifth grade.
Participants suggested that parents do not provide time and support at home as they
should, causing failure in the fifth grade to become a snowball effect that rolls into the students'
upcoming years of adolescence. This lack of support and time is not because parents do not want
to, but because they often do not have the time and the resources available to help their students.
Many students interviewed stated that their parents were at work when they needed them to help
with their schoolwork. Many parent participants work two shifts or evening shifts. When they get
home, both parents and students are either sleepy or mentally and physically exhausted from the
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day. Also evident was the marginalized parents simply did not know how to assist their children
with school-assigned tasks. Student participants expressed that their home life directly impacted
how they performed on the end-of-year high-stakes tests in fifth grade and led to even more
problems at home as they experienced this test failure.
Student Antwan points out that neither of his parents went to college, and his dad is
always working, and when his dad gets home, he never wants to help him with his work, and dad
is always asking his mother, "did you help him with his work" (Student Antwan, personal
communication, January 2022)? Antwan points out that schoolwork and test failure have even
caused arguments between his parents simply because of the way his father views the role of his
mother as she is supposed to be the one who is supposed to help with the work. He says his
father has never been to a parent conference that he can remember. His mom is always going to
the parent conferences at the school or signing paperwork for the school.
Antwan states that his mother does try to help, and since he failed the Milestone in the
fifth grade, she has tried to help even more. However, sometimes she is just as confused as he is.
Antwan goes on by stating, "she goes to YouTube and Google a lot to try to find the correct
answers." he sounds appreciative of these efforts as he further says, "she is good at finding
YouTube videos that may help with the work I'm doing, and it makes everything a little easier."
Antwan also says that he thinks failing the test in fifth grade and having to go to summer school
made his mother get more creative and want to get more involved because "I think she's scared
that as I get older that I will drop out because I'll keep failing tests and she doesn't want that"
(Student Antwan, personal communication, January 2022).
Like Antwan's mother, Student Tristan says his mother tries to help as much as possible.
Tristan indicates that his mother is involved and tries to help with schoolwork when she is
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around and not at work or socializing. Tristan states, "the problem is she's a single mom, and she
probably can't help as much as she wants to help me, but I feel like if she could help me more or
get me a tutor, then I would be a much better student." Tristen also indicates, "she keeps me
involved in stuff, but sometimes she struggles even though she does help when it comes to my
schoolwork" (Student Tristen, personal communication, January 2022). Tristen's mother does
make it known that she does send him to the after-school tutorial at the school because it is free
and provides Tristen with additional assistance. She says, "when he was in elementary school, I
didn't take advantage of it as I should." However, she does acknowledge that Tristen failing as a
fifth-grader caused her to take more advantage of the school's free tutorial services. "After he
failed the test in fifth grade, I felt bad saying to myself I make sure he's always active in school
events, but now I have to make sure he's just involved in the tutorial, especially since it's free."
She continues by saying "it makes no sense for me not to use the school's tutorial especially since
they offer it free year-round” (Parent Monica, personal communication, January 2022).
In the same predicament as Tristan is student Madison; student Madison points out that
her mother works a lot, and the problem with her mom working a lot is that she is not at home to
assist with schoolwork as needed. Madison admits that when she is at home by herself, her home
life involves a lot of social media. Even when she tries to do her homework or focus at home, she
often gets distracted because of mind wanders so much. Madison says:
"When my mom isn't there looking over my shoulder, I feel like sometimes I can't
control myself on social media. I get on my computer to do homework, but I end up on
Instagram and Tik Tok or looking on the internet. I've been like this for a long time. This
is my problem. I know I would have probably passed the test in the fifth grade if I had
focused more. As an eighth-grader, I've gotten better now than in fifth grade, but it's still
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a problem. My mom works a lot, and I still get off task. I'm older now, so I know a little
better, but it's still difficult, and it” (Student Madison, personal communication, January
2022).
Student Quentin, who lives with his dad, states that his dad works a lot, and much like
Madison, it is hard for him to focus. Quentin's issue is not that he has a social media or internet
addiction. He just believes he is not as bright as many of his peers and that he needs one on one
attention, and his dad does not provide that or sign him up for tutorials to help with his needs.
Quentin's dad admits he could be more supportive and suggests, "it makes me look bad that my
son failed in fifth grade and had to go to summer school, and now that he's an eighth-grader, he's
still struggling... it looks really bad" (Student Quentin, personal communication, January 2022).
Jermaine and Tania are much like Quentin because their parents do not assist much but stated
they have each other at home, making it easier to navigate schoolwork.
They indicate that even as elementary kids, their parents would often have them help
each other as a strategy. Still, Tania says, and Jermaine agrees that the plan "is not too helpful if
neither one of us knows, or neither one of us is interested in doing the work." Jermaine states that
"we both still know how dumb we felt when we failed the test in the fifth grade and went to
summer school" (Student Jermaine, personal communication, January 2022). He says neither one
wants that feeling again at the end of eighth grade, so they help each other. He states "we must
take responsibility for our learning." Tania and Jermaine's mother echoes this when she blurts
out, "yes, I always stress to them that you have to want it for yourself, more than anyone else or
you'll always be a failure" (Parent Tracy, personal communication, January 2022).
Students Jamie and Darron still show very little interest in education regarding home life,
just as mentioned in the previous coded themes. Both seem not to be interested at all. Jamie
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claims that she knows her grandmother works a lot, so when her grandmother gets home from
the restaurant, she would lie and say she did her homework and not, knowing that her
grandmother could not check behind her to see if the work was right wrong. So, grandmother
often does not check at all. In the presence of her grandmother, Jamie surprisingly says:
"My grandmother is old, and she doesn't know how to do this work. She takes my word
for it often when she gets my report cards, especially in fifth grade, I could lie, but since I
failed the Milestone in fifth grade, it seems like she's caught up with my lies because she
has checked more, especially since she wants me to pass the eighth grade so I can go to
high school. She calls the school more, but she still doesn't call as much as she can
because she works during the day when the teachers are working. But even now,
sometimes I write stuff down. Just so she'll leave me alone. Because I know she doesn't
know how to do the work. She doesn't know if it's right or wrong" (Student Jamie,
personal communication, January 2022).
Jamie's grandmother replies, "yes, she's right, she has tried being untruthful at times about her
work, but she has one thing right... teachers aren't going to pass her along in the eighth grade
when she fails like they did in fifth grade." Karen says if she gets retained this time, it'll be a life
lesson for her" (Parent Karen, personal communication, January 2022).
Jamie responds to her grandmother by saying:
"When I'm at home, I don't want to do work. I don't even want to do the work at school. I
know this is probably why I failed when I was in fifth grade, and I'll probably fail again
in eighth grade, but school just isn't that interesting to me or the schoolwork. "I like
sports, but schoolwork and tests are just not for me. Hopefully, I can find a job when
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I get older that I don't have to go to college to get" (Student Jamie, personal
communication, January 2022).
Student Daron is just as uninterested as Jamie is. However, Daron asserts that his mother
doesn't even try to assist, even after failing fifth grade. Daron states that his mother cares about
him and loves him but "believes it is the school's job" to teach her son. Daron's mother says, "this
is why the teachers get paid, and the principals get paid." She clarifies that she is not a teacher
and never wanted to be a teacher, and she is "not going to be a teacher" (Student Daron, personal
communication, January 2022). Daron also says that he often wants to hang out in addition to his
mother not helping at home. Daron admits he has been heavily influenced by his peers and what
he referred to as "the streets." He says he loves to hang out with his older high school friends
who are doing things that they should not do but give him a sense of friendship and family that
he does not have all the time. They make him feel like he is important, something he says his
teachers do not do by stating, "to them, I'm just another kid. They don't care if I pass or if I fail."
Daron suggests, "They didn't care when I was in fifth grade, and they don't care now" (Student
Daron, personal communication, January 2022).
Subcategory: Parental Involvement
Many participants emphasize parental assistance when discussing their home life, as
students’ detail what their parents could, could not do, or would not do. Many students felt as if
they had more assistance at home, then they would not have failed the test in fifth grade, and
they would be better students as current eighth graders. Student participants voiced that in
elementary as fifth graders and middle school as current eighth graders, their parents have not
been as influential as they wanted because they are too busy or cannot impact their learning at
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home. Even the students who are uninterested in school, Jamie and Daron, admitted their parent
or guardian just could not positively impact their education the way their peers' parents can.
Student Daron, who previously mentioned his disinterest in school and that his mother
has no interest in helping him with schoolwork states that he "worries his mother just doesn't
know what she's doing and doesn't want to embarrass herself." Daron suggests that his mother
did not do well in school, so her trying to help him would just be a lost cause. He says, "it has
been like this my entire life" and that his own lack of motivation for school sometimes comes
from his mom at home." Daron also suggested that this impacts what he wants to do with his life.
He says that his mother supports him wanting to be a rapper, and "she's like, if you are going to
be a rapper, then be a rapper and follow your dreams." Daron also says that deep inside, he
would like to pass the test in the eighth grade, unlike he did in fifth grade because it will not
make him look "so dumb" compared to the other students. However, he has not applied himself
in school enough to do well when it is time for the end-of-year state testing. Daron also mentions
that in one of his songs related to his aspiring rap career, he speaks about failing in fifth grade
and having to go to summer school and failing as a current teenager. Daron's mom offers no
rebuttal to his statement (Student Daron, personal communication, January 2022).
Differing from Daron and his guardian are Tristan and his mother. Tristan has a burning
interest in school, even doing his homework. Tristan's mom has an interest in it as well. Tristen
states that the only issue is that his mom is a single mom, and she has to work all the time and
relies on tutorials to help fill the gaps. For information that he does not know, he says, "she does
try when she gets home... and she'll follow up with me about my homework." However, he goes
on to say, "sometimes she doesn't know, and she admits it because she went to school years and
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years ago and things have changed. Tristen's mother says she is pretty good at math, but what she
calls "new math" has her feeling not so confident at times. Tristen defends his mother by saying:
"When I failed the test as a fifth grader, my mom was still there for me that year, helping
me to do my work... we both thought I was going to pass. She was there for me then, the
way she's here for me now." She just has to work a lot, so she can't help as much as I
would like her to, and probably not as much as she would like to, especially since I failed
before. I don't want me or her to look bad if I fail again this year in the eighth grade"
(Student Tristen, personal communication, January 2022).
Much like Tristen's mother, Antwan's mother does try to help at home. Antwan refers to
his dad being a blue-collar worker, and his dad believes that his mom should be the one to help
him with his schoolwork since she stays at home. Once he gets home, he states that his dad is
always complaining about how tired he is, and he's not involved in his life much when it comes
to school. Antwan does say that his mother tries to find as many resources as she can for him. He
states:
"she doesn't always know how to do something, but she'll try to find a way to help me.
Sometimes I don't think if she knows if she's right or wrong, she's just trying to do what
she can, what she can do to help me the best she can. He says, "I can't fail like I did in
fifth grade... it's giving me anxiety just thinking about failing" (Student Antwan, personal
communication, January 2022).
Antwan's mom echoes his comment by saying, "It gives me anxiety too. Nobody wants to have a
child who is looked at as a failure" (Parent Jane, personal communication, January 2022).
Madison and Quentin highlight how many hours their parents put in on their respective
jobs, contributing to failure as a fifth-grader and potentially failing again as an eighth-grade
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student. Student Madison says her mother works a lot. A "whole lot." Madison goes into detail
by stating, "my mom works a lot, and when she gets home, she's tired. She'll tell me she's tired,
and I feel bad even asking her to help me with my work." Madison continues by saying
"she would ask me if I did my work, and I'll say yes sometimes so that she can rest.
Sometimes she'll try to look at my work, or she'll try to go over it with me, but I can tell
she's tired or she's not as interested as she should be. I don't blame her because I know
she has to pay our bills, and she has to put food on our table” (Student Madison, personal
communication, January 2022).
Madison's mother states that she knows her work hours hurt her daughter in fifth grade, and she
has the potential to fail again, but she emphatically says, "I do the best I can as a single Black
woman and mother raising a child in 2021." She further states, "it costs to live, and I'm not
wealthy." Lastly, she states, "I do the best I know how to juggle work and my child's education"
(Parent Stacey, personal communication, January 2022).
Like Madison's mother, Quentin, states, my father knows, "I need help with my work.
He knows that I'm not the smartest, even though he loves me, just like I am." Quentin continues
by saying, "he tells me I'm smart all the time, and I can do better than I'm doing, and I just need
to trust my teachers. As I get older, I'll do better on tests because I'll be focused more on school."
Quentin concludes by saying:
"my dad just works a lot, and when he comes home, he's always talking about how much
he had to work, especially around the holiday times. He says that he has the work to help
with the Christmas loads they are getting out to stores through his warehouse." He's
missing a lot from home because not only does he work, but he has a personal life too,
and I understand that. I love him, but he doesn't help me as much as he probably should
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with my schoolwork. I don't want to disappoint him and fail the Milestone again, because
he does the best, he can with it just being me and him" (Student Quentin, personal
communication, January 2022).
Like many other parents, student Tanisha's mother works a lot. However, in addition to
working a lot. Tanisha's mom is also a native of another country. Tanisha states that when her
mom is not working, she may try to help her with her work, but "she doesn't know what she's
doing." Tanisha says she understands that even though her mother does speak English, there is a
barrier to her knowledge of what is going on in school. "Sometimes, my mother is just as
confused as I am. It's all the time." Tanisha refers to her father and says, "My dad, he's pretty
smart, he's back in our home country. He would help me more than my mom. He's the schooling
type of person. My mom isn't the best school person, but she's really good at working" (Student
Tanisha, personal communication, January 2022).
Tanisha is proud that her mom is a hard-working woman and works hard to provide for
the family, but she does not like to burden her with assisting with schoolwork. She says her mom
is interested in her success, and she is interested in her success, but she understands that being a
non-English speaking born student has its disadvantages. Tanisha's mother, Brenda, states that
coming over to America while Tanisha was in elementary school was hard, especially from a
school aspect. She feels that her daughter is "embarrassed and ashamed" at the time because she
is behind her peers and labeled as a failure in fifth grade has impacted her internal drive as a
student into her middle school years (Parent Brenda, personal communication, January 2022).
Subcategory: Community Resources and Influence
The second subcategory of home life is community resources and influence. As this
phenomenographic research study concluded, participants expressed test failure as being caused
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by and contributing to resource deficiencies and access within their communities. Students and
parents interview participants detailed how experiences of student failure impact their
communities and contribute to the cyclical marginalization of urban areas like theirs.
When Student Madison was asked if her teachers and school prepared her for the fifthgrade Milestone, she was wary of the teacher and the school. She was skeptical of the
community. Madison asserts:
"In my community now, we don't have the same resources as we did in the community I
lived in before moving here in the third grade. When I went to a different school, we
were able to go to the local recreation center, where they helped us with tutorials almost
every day after school. They even had study nights at the Chik-Fil-A by my old house.
Over here, it's like the people outside the school don't care... like they already think
they're stupid and are going to fail anyway like I did in fifth grade. It makes me angry and
sad at the same time. When we go to the tutorial at our school now, we can only go on
what they call boot camp. And it's only certain parts of the year" (Student Madison,
personal communication, January 2022).
Madison's mother indicates that, yes, the community they live in now is made up of
lower-income individuals and that her daughter may not have experienced the doubt and
embarrassment of test failure at all if she still were at her old school, along with the plethora of
resources provided by her previous school community in its entirety. She shakes her head and
states, "this community just doesn't have access to the same educational resources and services.
It's disheartening as a parent and makes you want to leave" (Parent Stacey, personal
communication, January 2022).
Student Tanisha, who considers herself poorer than other students in her school, states:
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"I live in a trailer, and nobody speaks a lot of English in my trailer park. Everybody
speaks their native language. There are people from different countries. All of us are
pretty much new here and our families. The parents work a lot because many of them
aren't from here, and they want to make a better living from this for themselves. This
school is better than the school that was in my native country, and my elementary school
was too, but I think the kids like myself when we fail tests at the end of the year like I did
in fifth grade, it makes our whole area look bad" (Student Tanisha, personal
communication, January 2022).
Tanisha says, "when we all are failing the test like I did, it makes people say we're not as good as
other communities." Tanisha concludes by saying that in other communities,
"they have money. Their parents can help them out. Their parents aren't working all the
time, but all we have over here is ourselves, and a lot of times, like my mom, the people
over here with the English not being good; they depend on the school to give us
everything we need and help us pass tests and not fail like a lot of us did" (Student
Tanisha, personal communication, January 2022).
Antwan and Tristen have almost identical explanations of how the communities
influence their experiences with test failure or vice versa. Antwan says, "a lot of us don't
think about school when we get home because there's so much other stuff going on"
Antwan elaborates by saying, "people in our community focus more on other stuff, like
what type of car you drive, what kind of clothes you got on. They care about that more
than how well you do in school” (Student Antwan, personal communication, January
2022). Antwan's mother commented on her son's statement and suggested that even
when it comes to failing the test as Antwan did in fifth grade. "It's almost normal because
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Black kids think it's okay to perform bad in school or to fail tests as long as you look
good doing it." She further states
"yeah, failing the test made my son feel bad, but he has been so heavily influenced by the
culture of this community that he feels like as long as I got the best pair of shoes or the
best clothes on when I go out of the house, and everybody can see me... I'm accepted. It's
almost like we're focused on the wrong things as a people."
Antwan's mother passionately suggests that most people in the community have normalized
school failure, making it acceptable, and "using excuses like they go to the next grade anyway"
(Parent Jane, personal communication, January 2022).
Like Antwan, Student Tristen says, "everybody cares about drip (being fashionable) more
than they care about actually learning." He says, "I feel if we cared more about learning, then
many of us would do better and not have failed the fifth-grade test, making us look stupid."
Tristen says, "people are more focused on how we look and what we wear than what we know
inside our brains" (Student Tristen, personal communication, January 2022). Tristen's mother
jumps, chimes in, and says, "he's right, and it would have me as upset with him as a parent
because some of us care about what matters" (Parent Monica, personal communication, January
2022). Student Daron also says that he feels like his fifth-grade failure has impacted his
community and vice versa. Daron says that in elementary school, "you don't understand the
importance of school, and you grow up watching music videos and seeing stuff on the internet"
He continues by saying, "you're more interested in what you see and how it looks rather than the
skills it may take to earn that." Daron states that he paid more attention to the rappers and
athletes on television and even older men in his family and community and the flashy things they
have. He says, "none of them ever really talk about school or tests." He goes on to close with:
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"if I had paid more attention in school, I feel like it would even help me in my rap career
because there's going to be people trying to get over on me. I still feel like people need to
know how to read, write and do regular stuff. When I go to the stores in the afternoon or
when I'm out in my neighborhood. Or even going to the malls. It's sad that you see grown
people out sometimes, and they can't even read and write. Or they look like they have no
business going about themselves. I don't like school, but I understand the importance of
doing better. So, like I said earlier, if I had done better in the fifth grade, paid more
attention, and had better teachers, then I probably wouldn't have failed the test. I don't
want to feel dumb or feel like somebody who's going to be poor because I didn't pay
attention in school, even though I don't like it" (Student Daron, personal communication,
January 2022).
Experience Variations in Outcomes
The data analyzed above revealed that students' experiences with failure were proceeded
and prescribed by various factors such as disinterest in school, confidence lost in teachers, and
life outside of school. Additionally, the data revealed the subcategories of
engagement/motivation, preparation, parental involvement, and community resources and
impact. These subcategories also served as precursors and aftereffects of participants
experiencing failure on end-of-year high stakes tests. As shown in Figure 12 in Appendix A, the
variation of intersecting and non-intersecting descriptors was also inclusive of terms commonly
used during participant interviews, such as anxiety, doubt, anger, guilt, fault, and embarrassment.
1. In what ways have 8th-grade students who failed end-of-year high-stakes tests in a
predominately Black school experienced test failure?
2. In what ways do parents engage this phenomenon regarding failure on high-stakes tests?
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As mentioned previously and illustrated in the figure above, the researcher discovered
that Black students who failed end-of-year high-stakes tests in low-income urban schools who
participated in this study ultimately experienced this test failure by exhibiting an increased
disinterest in school, showing heightened levels of confidence lost in their teachers, and lack of
academic connection in their lives outside of the physical school building. Student participants
detailed their experiences of increased disinterest in school because they had been labeled as
failures. However, as many participants suggested, this failure is underpinned by their fifth-grade
teachers' lack of student engagement and lack of student motivation, that not only made students
question the engagement and motivation strategies of their fifth-grade teachers and the school as
a whole once test failure occurred but ultimately the embarrassment and anger that accompanied
this failure by students led study participants to experience amplified and deepened feelings of
being disinterested in school as they matriculated into middle school for grades six, seven and
eight.
In addition to student participants' test failure leading to experiences with increased
disinterest in school, participants also experienced this failure by losing confidence in teachers
and questioning if they are capable of effectively preparing them for academic success. Not only
did participants express a lack of confidence in their fifth-grade teachers for contributing to their
failure, but students also expressed that the test failure created a ripple effect of anxiety that
would cloud the expectations and how they perceived and pre-judged the abilities of their middle
school teachers prior to entering middle school. Intensifying student's disinterest in school and
confidence loss in teachers is how student participants' experiences with high-stakes test failure
added to the student's feelings of lack of parental involvement regarding their academic progress
and how experiencing test failure adds to social and educational imbalances of their local
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communities when compared to their non-marginalized peers in more affluent school
communities.
Lastly, the researcher also discovered that parent participants in this study are found to
have engaged in this phenomenon by also expressing a lack of confidence in their students'
teachers and schools as a whole and echoing many of their children in expounding upon how to
test failure exposed the need for parents to support their children more while at home during nonschool hours. Many participants expressed feelings of guilt and fault as they contributed to test
failure by not being as involved as they should when their children were in the fifth grade prior
to the failure occurring. However, once their students experienced high-stakes test failure, parent
participants did indicate the need within their households to adjust how they supported their
children academically beyond the fifth grade into middle and high school.
Trustworthiness of Study
The researcher ensures the trustworthiness of this study by collecting the type of qualitative
data as allowed by the phenomenographic research process when conducting study interviews and
gathering research notes. The researcher also ensures that this data analysis and interpretation are
illustrated and explained via coded themes and subcategories. These coded themes and
subcategories have been supported directly by authentic responses provided by multiple
interviewees. Johnson and Harris (2002) suggest that this authenticity increases trustworthiness.
In addition to being authentic, the codes and subcategories are copious and provide an
understanding of interview participant experiences and engagement concerning high-stakes test
failure before and after test failure occurs.
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Strategies to Ensure Trustworthiness

To ensure trustworthiness is supported by credible research for the qualitative research
process, the researcher followed Lincoln and Guba's (1985) five guiding strategies for assuring
research trustworthiness. Using the guided strategies of credibility, dependability, confirmability,
transferability, and authenticity, the research findings of this study are representative of valid
data derived from all research participants. Additionally, by using these five strategies, the data
accurately represents the participant lived experiences, feelings, views, and perceptions.
Credibility
To ensure credibility, the research spent sufficient and an ample amount of time
collecting data, making the research process reflexive through the triangulation of the data by
reviewing participants multiple times while establishing a structural coherence among the data
collected, the analyzed data inclusive of emergent themes and the researcher's findings.
Furthermore, all the triangulated data was accurately collected and analyzed. Lastly, the results
revealed in this phenomenographic research study are unaltered and free from omissions.
Dependability
The dependability of this research study is maintained by consistency in the data
collection process. The research ensured this consistency by using various research-backed
qualitative data collection methods such as field notes, logs, school data management system
reports, regional demographic reports, and participant interviews. The qualitative data collected
was coded using two methods, using NVivo and primarily by hand. In addition to being detailed
in the research findings, all data collected, including participant interviews and surveys, is filed
and cataloged via the researcher's system of checks and balances.
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Confirmability
Following Baxter and Eyles's (1997) strategies for confirmability, the confirmability of
this research study is ensured by the researcher due to this study's ability to be reproduced by
other researchers with similar research interests, specifically the experiences of low-income
black students who fail end of year high stakes test as well as how their parents engage this
phenomenon. This phenomenographic research study will inform future research and provide
researchers with informative and influential data. Additionally, if this data varies, this study will
give researchers an idea of why the difference has occurred. Moreover, the results from this
study are reported as exactly found in each interview. Lastly, this research study was conducted
transparently, and all data collection sources are clearly defined, recorded, and cataloged.
Transferability
Transferability of this phenomenograhic research study has been assured by imploring
that the applicableness of the findings can and their ability to be reproduced in a similar study
and small or larger scales (Anney, 2005). The researcher has also provided readers with detailed
descriptions of all processes, including the chosen methodology, data collection, data analysis,
and explanations of findings. Furthermore, transferability must be ensured as the researcher has
adequately detailed the research setting and a corresponding in-depth description of the target
community. Also, the researcher has properly described all the research criteria for participants
by providing an in-depth description of participant inclusion demographics.
Authenticity
As Winter (2002) suggests, the authenticity of this research study has been ensured via
the researcher's use of only actual collected data that is unbothered and free of manipulation.
Additionally, the coded themes and subcategories are described only by genuine and authentic
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voices as provided directly by interview participants' real-life words through experiences and
engagement. In addition to those, as mentioned earlier, all interview and survey responses
collected are unaltered and firsthand feedback that references only each participant themselves.
Summary
Chapter four focused on analyzing the qualitative data collected during this
phenomenographic research study. Three emergent coded themes were evealed during this
analysis. These themes served as an interconnected foundation for the experiences of urban lowincome Black students as they experience the phenomenon of failing end-of-year high-stakes
tests. Additionally, this analysis provided firsthand insight into how parents engage in this
phenomenon.
The first emergent coded theme of increased disinterest in school revealed how failing
high-stakes tests caused students participants to experience disinterest in school and how this
disinterest goes beyond the fifth grade into middle school. The second emergent coded theme,
confidence lost in teachers, revealed how both student and parent study participants experienced
teacher confidence so that it was a domino effect. Study participants expressed their concerns
with teachers properly preparing students for high-stakes tests, causing them to fail. Once this
failure occurred, both parents' and students' confidence in teachers magnified significantly. The
last emergent code and the densest was life outside of school.
Life outside of school emerged as the emergent code that revealed how students' lives
outside of school are influenced and are impacted by high-stakes test failure. Furthermore, this
study showed that each of these three codes encompassed the phenomenon of high stakes test
failure. Each identified the phenomenon of high-stakes test failure but spoke to Marton's (1981)
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second order of phenomenology as each provided various experiences and factors of engagement
regarding the essence of the phenomenon itself.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION

This study centered around end-of-year high-stakes test failure explored and investigated
how low-income Black urban students experience failure on these tests as fifth graders and how
their parents engage in this failure phenomenon. The specific aim of the research was to answer
the following research questions which guided this study:
1. In what ways have 8th-grade students who failed in the 5th grade experienced failure on
high-stakes tests in a predominantly Black, low-income urban school?
2. In what ways do parents engage this phenomenon regarding failure on high-stakes tests?
Discussion/Summary of Findings through the Theoretical Framework
As meticulously detailed in Chapter two of this research study, theoretically, the study is
guided by three theoretical approaches. These theories are the theory of social culture (Vygotsky
1947, 1978), the theory of socioeconomics (Parsons, 1970), and the theory of intersectionality
(Crenshaw, 1989). These theories were vital in underpinning the theoretical ideations and
substantiating how high-stakes testing impacts low-income urban students and their parents.
These theories led this study to unveil the participants' authentic lived experiences, who were
low-income urban Black students. Furthermore, this theoretical framework was instrumental as
each theory independently but was also interconnected to serve as a road map for the researcher
as the study unfolded. Each theory provided a different lens into the lives of each participant,
with all being just equally as important as they experienced the phenomenon of test failure.
Social-cultural theory underpinned this study by speaking to cognitive development, students'
overall life experiences, race, and social interactions.
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Socioeconomics Theory
As this study examined the lived experiences of Black students who fail end of year highstakes in low-income urban areas and how their parents engage this phenomenon of failure, the
socioeconomics theory helped the researcher to theoretically understand not only the causes of
high stakes test failure among low-income urban Black students but also, when the failure
occurs, how the students experience this failure; specifically, the impact failure has on them as
they attempt to progress into their middle and high school years productively.
Additionally, as applied to this research study, the theory of socioeconomics allows the
researcher to fully understand how this impact and attempt to progress through adolescence is
interfered with by end-of-year high stakes tests failure as fifth-grade students. According to the
findings of this study, this interference was experienced as participants detailed experiences tied
to test failure, such as feeling their community or individual families would never have the
resources to recover from high-stakes test failure. Study participants also revealed that the
community social terrain not only influences experiences of test failure but, once this failure
occurs, magnifies community inabilities and blights, leading the social terrain to seemingly
worsen and leads to further exposing these blights, namely single-parent households with parents
who have students who have failed high-stakes tests but do not have the financial resources to
contribute or reduce work hours to support their children. Moreover, participants revealed that in
households with limited education, parents have limited resources and do not have the
educational capacity or ability to support their children further as they experience the ill effects
of high-stakes test failure.
Student Madison and her Mother Tracy also unknowingly emphasized the
socioeconomics theory during their interview as both pointed out the economic opportunities of
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their prior more affluent school community versus the low-income school community in which
they reside now. Tracey states, "the resources in our old community trumped the resources in the
one we're in now. Families were better off. Everything just seemed better, and I hate we had to
move" (Parent Tracey, personal communication, January 2022). Madison solidifies her mother's
response by stating, "failing in the fifth grade was not good, but to me, it's normal here because
everyone fails and then blames it on the school and community saying students don't get what
they need because the school and families don't have money." Madison continues by saying "it
makes me feel bad for failing because I'm adding to what everyone is already saying about where
we live now. I wish we could move back to our old house" (Student Madison, personal
communication, January 2022).
Social Culture Theory
Much like the socioeconomic theory, social culture looks at adolescence as a product of
their environment. However, differing from the Parson's socioeconomics theory, with social
culture, Vygotsky emphasizes non-economic developments. Specifically, social culture looks at
cognitive development, life experiences, race, and social interactions (1978). As this research
study developed and investigated the lived experiences of Black students who fail high stakes
tests in urban areas, many participants highlighted say specifically what those points are by
informing the researcher of how high-stakes test failure has affected their lives after the failure
occurred in the fifth grade as they attempted to transition into middle school. Due to these
effects, the researcher contends that high stakes test failure directly impacted students' cognitive
development and how participants believed their race and social interactions are influenced
immediately and long term by a failure among their peers and their communities.
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Students Daron Tania and Jamie spoke directly to the theory of social culture in their
interviews. Student Daron states that growing up as a young Black male and the social
interactions he has had in his community and with his family have been further amplified and
exacerbated by high-stakes test failure. Daron suggests that he became somewhat uninterested in
academics in elementary school due to a lack of engagement as students like himself were not
engaged in lessons that cognitively developed them. Daron expressed his dissatisfaction with
teachers as he says teachers only cared about students passing the test and, as he explains, "oneway teaching." Daron states his discontent with engagement in school was further compounded
when he failed the milestone test as a fifth-grader" (Student Daron, personal communication,
January 2022).
Daron's Mother, Tammy, after the failure occurred, Daron's older peers were accepting
of this failure. "He would receive bad advice hearing things like, don't be too worried about
failing that test” (Parent Tammy, personal communication, January 2022). Daron says yes, this
is true. His experiences and social interactions, especially with older male members of his
community, were unintentionally bad. Daron says, "they would try to tell me don't worry about
school" as they often glorified avenues school alternatives such as dealing drugs, theft, and what
he calls "scamming" as well as "music influencers"(Student Daron, personal communication,
January 2022).
Student Tania describes her experiences with test failure as making her even more
socially distant from her peers than she already was. Tania, who claims to have already been an
introvert prior to a test failure, says that failing the test made her want to interact even less with
her peers because she "did not want to be looked at as the dumb one in the group" (Student
Tania, personal communication, January 2022). While she does have friends, due to test failure,
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she is hesitant to engage in conversations about school or homework with anyone other than her
brother since both failed the milestone test in the fifth grade. Tania points out that they have
depended on each other even more to become successful leading up to the eighth-grade test and
as they go to high school because they do not want feelings of being labeled as "stupid and
dumb" as they were at the end of fifth grade (Student Tania, personal communication, January
2022).
Much like student Tania, student Jamie who is somewhat of an introvert, also expresses
that test failure occurring made her almost want to withdraw socially from school entirely. Jamie
states that failing the tests has further caused her not to be interested in social interactions with
her peers. Additionally, Jamie speaks directly to the race factor of Vygotsky's social-cultural
theory. Jamie states that failing the test in the fifth grade made her, as she explains, "think about
everything differently” (Student Jamie, personal communication, January 2022). While Jamie is
Black, her grandmother is White. Jamie says at times, this makes her feel worse about failing the
tests and potentially failing again because she feels that "White people are looked at as being
better and are always looked at as being smarter than Blacks," and she feels like this makes her
"the dumb Black girl with a white grandmother and it shouldn't be that way" (Student Jamie,
personal communication, January 2022). She feels like her grandmother does not understand her
struggle as a Black girl who doesn't do well, has failed high-stakes tests in fifth grade, and is
highly likely to fail again as an eighth grader.
In this study, the researcher's application of Vygotsky's social-cultural theory to
participant responses allowed this study to connect critical theoretical insight to actual lived
experiences of those such as but not limited to Daron, Tania, and Jamie. Lantolf (2000) points
out that the social culture theory suggests humans do not rely on the physical world around them
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for survival. They rely on acceptance attainment from their peers, families, and community
members for development. Vygotsky claims this type of human interaction impacts development
starting at birth and is molded by experiences such as high-stakes test failure experienced by
Daron, Tania, and the other study participants.
Intersectionality Theory
Kimberly Crenshaw's (1989) theory of intersectionality includes critical elements of the
socioeconomics and social-cultural theories that were instrumental in helping the researcher
interpret the outcomes for this study and answering the targeted research questions. Carabado
(2013) points out that intersectionality, a more modern theory, can be used as an overarching
theoretical umbrella to help support the rationales of older theories. As this study focused on how
low-income urban Black students experience high-stakes test failure and how their parents
engage in this phenomenon, the intersectionality theory's emphasis on generational and
interlocking oppressions of minorities cemented in a foundation of social-economic status,
economic privilege, and serviceable resources tie directly to the findings of this research study.
Additionally, the intersectionality theory supports the findings of this study by helping the
researcher answer the research questions while understanding interview participants' experiences
with social connections and gender.
Student Madison and her Mother, Tracy, made it known that their current socioeconomic
status and economic privilege are magnified due to Madison failing the milestone tests as a fifthgrader. Both Tracy and Madison detail the economic opportunity and privileges their prior more
affluent and majority White community had instead of the less diverse and non-affluent
community they live in now. When test failure occurred, Madison's experiences with anxiety,
unhappiness, and "feelings of being a failure" are significantly magnified. She and her Mother
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blame Madison's failure on, as Tracy points out, "how teachers, principals, and community
residents value education in low-income communities" (Parent Tracey, personal communication,
January 2022).
Like Madison student, Tanisha recounts her experiences with test failure in the fifth
grade, adding to how the outside world views what she states as "our community," economically
and socially. Tanisha asserts that she not only failed the tests, but many of her friends in her
community failed as well, making her "already poor community look even worse in everyone's
eyes," meaning the eyes of the public perception and those who do not live in the community.
Brenda points out that this "is not a good feeling. I don't like for our families to be looked at as
dumb" (Parent Brenda, personal communication, January 2022).
During this study, it was not only Madison, Tanisha, and their parents; all parents
emphasized social-economic status at one time or another as their student experienced failure
with high-stakes tests. The researcher attempted to investigate how parents engage in the
phenomenon of high-stakes test failure in low-income urban schools. Parent participants often
mentioned their level of socioeconomic status, money concerns, and resource availability after
the actual test failure occurred by their students. Parent James suggests that his son failing the
fifth-grade milestones test made him feel as if he "wasn't doing enough as a parent to support
Quentin" academically due to his number of work hours. However, James also states that he "has
no choice but to work long hours" with this level of education. He insists this is "the only way to
make a stable life" for himself and his son after the divorce from his wife. James suggests his job
is to work and provide “as a man should." James understands this does impact Quentin
academically, as he does need support at home, but James also believes that "schools should
have the resources" and that in the little free time he does have, he helps his son as much as
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possible. Nevertheless, James is evident in his stance on working long hours to have a livable
income in what he calls "today's bills and today's world" (Parent James, personal
communication, January 2022).
Student Tristen states how he understands his mother must work, and therefore she has
kept him so involved in extracurricular activities, but due to test failure, both Tristen and Monica
believe Monica's work schedule often conflicts with her spending time at home with her son and
supporting him with his academics. Monica says, "I work a lot, so I don't want him at home by
himself, so I have to keep him involved as much as I can" (Parent Monica, personal
communication, January 2022). However, Monica does see this as an issue. Monica says that
because "I have to work and make a living for me and my son, I can see how it hurts him at
school." she goes on to say:
"I know he failed the test as a fifth-grader, and now, as an eighth-grader, he'll test again,
but the schools aren't putting any extra money in my pocket, so I have to work to provide.
We're not rich. It sounds good to say, hey, your son failed a test, so let me take less hours
at work to support him, but that's not realistic. I'm a single Black mother. Making it twice as hard
for me to survive in this world” (Parent Monica, personal communication, January 2022).
In her interview, not only did Monica mention money, but she alluded to the gender and race of
the intersectionality theory.
In addition to Monica, participants Jane, Karen, Antwan, and Jaime also spoke to how
experiences with high-stakes test failure have further magnified the societal oppressions, blights,
and plagues often associated with their social-economic status, serviceable resources, social
connections, gender, and race. Parent Jane, a stay-at-home mom, talks about her role as a mother
and supporting her children academically. She says after Antwan failed the milestone tests in
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fifth grade, it made her, and her husband realize that things could be worse and how her role as a
woman staying at home in the house may seem old-fashioned, but it does benefit not only
Antwan but her other children. Jane states, "it's hard raising Black boys. And I know Antwan
failed the test, but being a stay-at-home mom allows me to support Antwan as much as I can to
make sure as an eighth grader he does not fail again" (Parent Jane, personal communication,
January 2022).
Karen, who is the grandparent of Jamie, points out that she is a White woman raising
biracial, or by legal perspectives, Black grandchildren, and life happenings things such as Jamie
experiencing test failure heightens her uneasiness with society at times. However, she states she
"loves all of her grandchildren," as she does Jamie, and that, even though White, is of a lower
social-economic status and does not have the resources or the social connections as many would
assume she would have. While emphasizing how much she appreciates and loves her
grandmother, Jamie feels she does not know what it feels like to be "a black girl whose failed
tests, done bad in school and to be looked at dumb” (Student Jamie, personal communication,
January 2022).
Discussion of Findings as Supported by Reviewed Literature
As this research study concluded and the research questions were answered regarding
how urban low-income Black students experience high-stakes test failure and how their parents
engage in this phenomenon, the findings revealed close ties to past literature that justifies the
researcher's findings. As the findings revealed, the three primary coded themes of increased
disinterest in school, confidence lost in teachers, and life outside of school, the researcher was
able to associate scholarly work from the past, such as Howe (2000), who points out that while
high-stakes tests are meant to be measuring sticks for student achievement, they, unfortunately,
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add to the gaps of inequities in educational attainment, social-economic advancement, and sociopolitical presence often experienced by marginalized Blacks in America. This is further
compounded by inequities fueled by high-stakes tests add to the multi-generational oppression
Black people have experienced since slavery (Rank, 1999). Rank further claims these
experiences are tied to the intentional under-allocation of resources in low-income urban areas
and White privilege disguised as educational and political policy in public schools and
government entities nationwide (1999).
Increased Disinterest in School
As the research findings revealed that low-income Black students who fail end of year
high stakes tests experience increased levels of disinterest in school, many participants suggest
that due to failing these tests, prior feelings of disinterest that may have been present are
magnified to new heights and further fuel issues with high-stakes tests such as those suggested to
by Croft et al. (2015) who assert that high-stakes testing is a primary cause of students'
disinterest in school, students' illness, and loss of sleep. Student Quentin states that he "had a
certain level of interest" in school before testing failure. However, he feels that leading up to
testing, his teachers did not do enough to prepare him for the tests, and after experiencing test
failure, Quentin states, "I did not feel good. I was sick to my stomach because I felt stupid," and
as if he had "learned nothing,” his fifth-grade year because his teachers failed to teach him
properly. Quentin further states that experiencing this failure, coupled with his previous lowinterest level in school, led him to become more disinterested (Student Quentgin, personal
communication, January 2022).
Student Jermaine, who stated that teachers did not know how to tap into his learning
style, causing "school to be boring and uninteresting” to him, states once, "I failed the test I was
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like, it's not going to get any better so, of course, I was less interested in school than I was before
."Jermaine continues by saying, "part of me wanted to do better because I didn't want to be
looked at as a failure, but when you fail, and you know you fail because your teachers don't
know how to teach you, you really stop caring" (Student Jermaine, personal communication,
January 2022). Jermaine's mother, Tracy, agrees with her son by suggesting that
“if a child is already not interested, and they don't have something inside them that's
going to start a burning desire on their own, of course, they're going to be less interested
after they fail a test because they're going to feel like they're not capable of doing any
better” (Parent Tracy, personal communication, January 2022).
Tracy’s comments are supported by Ravitch (2010), who points out students' feelings of being
unmotivated and disinterested in school are due to historical policies like NCLB that disregarded
subjects likened by Black students such as history, science, geography, and the arts.
The researcher concludes that research participants such as Quentin and Jermaine are also
victims of curriculum narrowing due to past government policy that has heavily influenced the
implementation of high-stakes tests nationwide. Beveridge (2010) states that curriculum
narrowing causes course overkill and leads to a lack of student engagement leading to test
failure, and experiencing failure causes students to become even less engaged in school and their
required courses.
Duncan and Brooks-Gunn (1997) suggest that students' high-stakes test failure
experiences result from disinterest in the mandated and required taught curriculum being
narrowed. Failure occurring contributes to preexisting factors of students' social and emotional
well-being and contributes to the ills of being low income and marginalized. Duncan and
Brooks-Gunn also suggest that an ineffectively designed curriculum such as those designed for
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high-stakes tests magnifies students' experiences with test failure because they already must deal
with a lack of adequate housing, poor health care, and sufficient nutrition.
Engagement and Motivation
As students increased, disinterest emerged as a primary code; surfacing was the
subcategory of engagement and motivation during participant interviews. Students increased
disinterest in school due to high-stakes test failure was primarily due to their engagement and
motivation prior to test failure and worsened after the milestone test as fifth graders, causing
engagement and motivation to become an even bigger issue as they attempted to transition into
middle school. During her interview, student Madison acknowledges that as an elementary
school student leading up to the milestone in fifth grade, she already had a low level of interest in
math and language arts.
Madison also acknowledges that due to her teacher’s lacking ability to engage her in
meaningful lessons to make her want to do better in math and language arts, she failed the tests
as a fifth-grader. Because of this test failure experienced heightened levels of disengagement and
motivation, specifically in the content areas of math and language arts. Madison further explains
that she felt the subjects of math and language arts "were always forced" on students as she could
not truly enjoy those classes and "teachers weren't able to be creative the same way" they were
with science and social studies, which led not only herself but many of her peers to experiences
the strains that accompany test failure (Student Madison, personal communication, January
2022).
Madison's and her peers' experiences with test failure can be linked directly to what Hess
(2005) claims to be issues caused by legislation such as NCLB, which was packaged as reform to
help marginalized low-income students across the country reach the same academic level as their
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non-marginalized peers. Hess claims that NCLB did have goals focusing on low-income students
through educational policy. However, while supposedly meant to help, it forced teachers to focus
solely on high-stakes test scores, in particular, the subjects of math and language arts, due to the
NCLB policy of not measuring science and social studies with the same regard as the tested
subjects (Hess, 2005). Ravitch (2010) claims that the Bush administration’s implementation of
NCLB emphasized math and reading. As addressed by student Madison, the government
contributed to the decline of none-math and none-reading subjects.
Confidence Lost in Teachers
The second coded theme of confidence lost in teachers revealed that due to experiencing
high-stakes test failure, students viewed their fifth-grade teacher as a lacking ability but as a
domino effect, would confidence in their middle school teachers prior to even being rolled in
their class. Student participants felt that if their fifth grade and other elementary school teachers
were charged with preparing them to pass the end of year high stakes milestone test and failed to
do so, their overall belief was that the teachers to come in the sixth, seventh and eighth grades
would repeat this process, leading to experiencing failure again as a middle school student who is
required to pass the milestone again in eighth grade to be promoted to high school.
Participants expressed their concerns with teachers and wondered who would be qualified
to teach them and felt that due to them being low income, black and marginalized, as they
transition into middle school, their teachers would not be as effective as their non-marginalized
peers in other schools. Participants voiced this loss in confidence as student Tania does when she
points out, "We know we aren't really stupid, but who wants to teach kids who people think are
stupid and don't know anything in a bad school" (Student Tania, personal communication,
January 2022)? During his interview, Antwan echoed Tania's statement as he feels that his fifth-
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grade teachers did not do a good job due to varying circumstances, but he feels as if, as he
explains, "all teachers don't care. Only some do, but the majority don't." He also says, after you
fail a big test like the milestone, you feel like it's your fault, but you feel like it's the teachers'
fault too, and it makes you think this way about all teachers” (Student Antwan, personal
communication, January 2022).
Due to claims like Tania's and Antwan's, the researcher concluded that confidence lost in
teachers is not only an outcome of experiences due to high stakes test failure by low-income
urban Black students, but in addition, as an outcome of these experiences is supported by
literature of the past and prior studies. Orfield (2006) claims that high poverty and low
achievement in Black schools are directly tied to student failures on high-stakes tests each year.
Orfield also suggests that high poverty and low achieving schools are victims of teacher
incompetency.
Orfield suggests that these teachers are incompetent, but, historically, because of being
targeted by NCLB, these marginalized Black schools have a much higher teacher turnover and
higher number of unqualified teachers than schools in more affluent neighborhoods and
communities. NCLB and the failure to incorporate a separate but equal playing field for all
students has not only caused students to experience confidence loss in teachers due to highstakes test failure, but their parents and none-school community members lose confidence in the
teachers and local school as well (Reese, 2018). Lobasher (2011) suggests this failure to
implement separate but equal playing grounds directly impacts government policy, and highstakes tests serve as an ineffective tool for academically measuring marginalized students and
their households.
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Student Preparation
Darling Hammond (2007) asserts that many teachers and school administrators choose
not to apply to or desire to work in schools or school systems that have a public perception of
being populated with poor and academically inadequate minority students in addition to having
publicly published test scores that show high numbers of student test failures and low annual
achievement scores. Student Tanisha believes that points of emphasis in Darling-Hammond's
assertion are the reasons test failure has caused her to lose confidence in her teachers as she feels
her schools attended do not have teachers qualified to unlock her academic potential because she
is not only low-income and Black but an ESOL student as well. Tanisha consistently claims that
she has no faith in her teachers with statements such as "they can't teach students like me" and "I
need more help. Me and all the rest of the ESOL kids need help. The teachers we have just don't
help enough. I already know I'll fail the eighth-grade test" (Student Tanisha, personal
communication, January 2022).
Student Quentin voiced his concerns with preparation and confidence lost as he
experienced test failure as a fifth-grader by stating, "in elementary school, they just pass you
along whether you fail pass the test or not." Quentin also states: "After I failed the test and went
to summer school, I did bad again but felt like they let me go to middle school because I was a
good kid. I was scared the middle school teacher would do the same thing and not really teach
me everything I should know” (Student Quentin, personal communication, January 2022).
Quentin's father, James, says that social promotion like Quentin's in the fifth grade "gets
students more and more behind each year and you don't trust the school, but at the same time, I
didn't want my son to be kept back in fifth grade" (Parent James, personal communication,
January 2022). James' anxiety of not wanting his child retained, but at the same knows that
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Quentin will continue to fall behind because he believes most teachers are the same at the
schools his son attends are what Baoler (2003) claims as embarrassing and demoralizing to
parents and students who fail high-stakes tests. Furthermore, research indicates that their parents
are constantly affected when students experience high-stakes test failure (Barksdale & Thomas,
2000).
Life Outside of School
The third emergent code of life outside of school surfaced as participants' experiences
with test failure further complicates and exacerbates many of the problems they already have in
their personal lives when not physically in the school building and specifically in their
households with their parents, their neighborhood with their friends, and their community.
Based on the findings, failure affects participant's life outside of schools, such as the mothers of
Madison and Tanisha, is a direct connection with the viewpoints of published scholarly writings
and research of the past. Historically Blacks have been under-educated and denied the
opportunity for economic, social, and political growth at a higher rate than any other race
(Spring, 2006).
Brave (2020) suggests an issue between Black and White communities called the
excellence gap. This excellence gap is what Brave insists is a byproduct of the United States
government policy and the government's lack of equitable inclusion of marginalized minorities
leading them to perform at a much lower rate academically and, when not successful
academically, leads to issues with stress, anxiety, withdrawal and dropping out of school when
legally eligible at a much higher rate than their White peers. Brave says that most low-income
students belong to generationally low-income families and are engrained in cycles of high-stakes
tests serving as tools that deepen marginalization and contribute to widening the excellence gap
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(Brave, 2020). The US Census Bureau (2021) details that as of 2019, only 10.5% of Americans
are in poverty. However, alarming is that the Census Bureau identifies 18.8% of the total Black
population as impoverished, which is higher than any other race.
Parental Involvement
As the emergent theme of life outside of school was unpacked, the sub-theme of parental
involvement was exposed. Participants felt like not only was parental involvement a contributor
that led students to experience test failure in the first place, but it was magnified and placed
under scrutiny by parents and students alike once the failure occurred. Based on the research,
issues of parental involvement, or lack thereof, are experienced and illustrated by participants in
this study. Moreover, these authentic experiences are substantiated by previous published
scholarly literature that speaks to parental involvement in low-income urban Black school
communities with single-parent households like those households of many of this studies'
participants.
Browne and Battle (2018) assert that generational cycles of inequities have historically
dictated the family structure of Black households while being the primary cause for these
households almost solely by Black women who are single parents and the sole financial provider
for their children. Wakefield and Wildeman (2014) claim that one of the significant historical
inequities that have caused Black women to be single parents and primary household providers is
the mass incarceration of Black Men. Wakefield and Wildemen suggest that twenty-five percent
of the Black male population in America will be incarcerated at some point in their lives. Sadly,
due to experiencing high-stakes test failure, those students who continually fail will likely drop
out of school and often end up incarcerated themselves (Baker & Lang, 2013).
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In this study, Student Tristen states that while his mother, a single parent, supports his
extracurricular activities, she does lack involvement as it relates directly to academics. Tristen's
mother suggests it is easier to just pay for or let the school sponsor curricular activities, so
Tristan will not have long periods of alone at home with idle time. Monica says, "as a single
parent, it's hard, so you have to find every minute of time that you can to make extra money."
She also says, "I know my work schedule is hectic and I'm not there for my child always, but like
I said before, being a single parent isn't easy" (Parent Monica, personal communication, January
2022).
Community Resources and Influence
As the researcher focused on the theme of life outside of school, a second subcategory
emerged. This subcategory is directly related to how high-stakes test failure causes various
experiences related to community resources and influence. This subcategory is supported by the
researcher's findings and underpinned by the researcher's literature review, such as Featherstone
and Deflem (2003). They assert that students from poor social-economic backgrounds and
undesirable communities will attain lower levels of education and financial stability as they
mature into adulthood compared to their non-marginalized peers. Rank (1999) suggests that
marginalized Blacks' poor publicly perceived performance in school adds to the snowball effect
contributing to the educational, social, and community-wide economic hardships associated with
living below the poverty line. Rank also details that by age seventeen, 69% of Black children
will have experienced living in a low-income impoverished household and community for at
least one year, as opposed to only 26% of their White peers.
This study often expressed how failing the end-of-year milestone test as a fifth-grader
and currently as a middle schooler a year from entering high school affected and impacted or
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were impacted by the aforementioned non-tangible circumstances and social interactions. Again,
student Madison who in her interviews repeatedly expressed how she felt about no longer living
in her previous neighborhood, states "after failing the test and living where we live, I'm almost
hopeless. Like I know it's going to keep happening because the kids here don't care, and the
neighborhoods are bad. They don't care if you keep failing" (Student Madison, personal
communication, January 2022). Student Antwan claims that "when you live where we live and
go to the school we go to, you feel trapped because nobody really cares about doing better. Some
people do, but most don't" (Student Antwan, personal communication, January 2022).
Even student Daron had similar feelings as Madison and Antwan when he said, "We fail,
so what. The people at school think they were dumb, but in the neighborhood with my cousins
and my high school partners (friends), nobody really cares about it, especially since they know I
really don't like school. They tell me don't worry about school and tests because they're other
ways to make money in life" Daron acknowledges that some of the people he is referencing have
spent time in jail, but he still values their advice (Student Daron, personal communication,
January 2022). Lastly, Tanisha, who already feels that failing the milestones tests makes her
already poor trailer community look bad, points out that "me and my friends can't keep failing
like we did in the fifth grade." She finishes her statement by saying, "most of our families moved
here to America for a better life, and we're being bad examples by not showing the younger kids
where we live that school can be a good thing" (Student Tanisha, personal communication,
January 2022).
Tanisha and her participant peers' experiences with community resources and influences
are also evident in the literature reviewed by the researcher. Warren (2005) suggests that
legislation such as NCLB has negatively addressed students' needs with cultural and language
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barriers that may be present in their communities. In addition to legislation such as NCLB adding
to the deterioration of low-income urban communities and the resources within these
communities. Beliner and Biddle (2005) assert that items such as county property taxes are rarely
if ever, distributed equitably to all local schools within jurisdictions.
Conclusion
This inequitable distribution causes imbalances in social and economic opportunity
within a community and negatively affects the progressive want of the inhabits of low-income
communities and neighborhoods such as those in this study. As Madeaus and Clark (2001) point
out, these neighborhoods plagued by the historical adverse effects of experiences tied directly to
high-stakes tests and inequitable resource allocation continue the cycle of marginalization
experienced by marginalized Blacks, inclusive of the participants of this research study which
aimed to investigate the effects of high-stakes test failure on low-income urban students.
Limitations of Findings
As the researcher investigated the experiences low-income Black students have with
high-stakes test failure during this research study, some limitations surfaced. The first limitation
is the overall sample size of participants for this study. The researcher Initially targeted sixteen
student participants and their parents. However, with voluntary participation and intangible
conditions such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the researcher could only capture the lived
experiences and engagement of nine students and their parents. The second limitation of this
study is that the researcher is currently employed in the school district where the participants
were interviewed. Because of this, the way the researcher interprets the data as detailed in the
various qualitative data sources and participant interviews may differ from someone who has no
connection to the targeted research area.
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In addition to the sample size and the researcher's interpretation of the data, another
limitation is that the students who participated in this study only provided experiences due to
failing high-stakes tests in the fifth grade. Georgia conducts high-stakes testing in every grade
level beyond grade three, with grades five and eight considered retention grades for elementary
school and middle school. In addition to the students providing experiences about failure in their
fifth-grade scores only, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the test data in question was nearly
three years old. Due to the pandemic, the last time many of the students participated in statemandated high-stakes testing was in April of 2019. This research study took place in the latter
part of 2021 and 2022. Furthermore, due to this time gap, if this study were to be replicated in a
different geographic location but with similar demographics and participants who tested more
recently, would the researcher's findings be the same or similar.
Implications of Findings for Educational Practice
This research aimed at garnering authentic lived experiences of how students and parents
are affected by high stakes test failure in low-income Black communities has several
implications for educational practice, not only in the researched geographic area but in
geographic regions with like demographics in urban communities and school districts
nationwide. These implications are not limited to teacher qualification and preparation of
students, how teachers and local schools engage students, and last, the need for schools to focus
on soft skills and the social and emotional state of all students, especially those who are victims
of marginalization due to parameters beyond their control as adolescents.
This research study provided educational practitioners with insight that teacher
qualifications in low-income marginalized schools are subpar in comparison to the qualifications
of their collegial peers who are employed in more affluent school communities. In addition to
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fostering incompetence, this lack of being correctly qualified breeds the inability to prepare
students academically for daily in-class lessons properly and the required curriculum and breeds
teachers' inability to prepare students for high-stakes test success. The researcher contends the
findings of this study can be used as a reference point for practitioners to understand and grasp
the need for marginalized students to receive quality instruction daily from teachers who are both
qualified and competent to teach unique demographics of students such as those who participated
in this study.
In addition to providing practitioners with insight to address the need for qualified
teachers who are capable of educating specific demographics of students, this study also provides
practitioners with evidence that practices such as curriculum narrowing or training students to
pass high-stakes tests only can be detrimental to the development of students both academically
and emotionally. This study highlighted their desire to consistently engage in classroom lessons
that were not so heavily centered on math, reading, and test preparation. Both students and parent
research participants expressed their concerns that the practitioner's lack of focus on the arts,
science, and social studies often caused students to experience boredom in the form of disinterest
in school. Moreover, this study explicitly revealed the need for teachers and schools to address
teacher qualification, students' preparation and curriculum narrowing and to require that the
practitioner focus on students' soft skills such as via culturally responsive pedagogy. These soft
student skills are necessary to mitigate the social and emotional burden many of the carriers.
These burdens are in single-parent households, lack of family and community resources,
generational chances of incarceration or high school dropouts, and historical experiences of
being labeled as failures and underperforming.
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Implications of Findings for Educational Policy
In addition to having implications for educational practice, this research study reveals the
direct implications for educational policy. Two significant implications are the need to review
the consequences attached to performance on a high-stakes test. Secondly, this study revealed the
need for equitable distribution of resources regarding marginalized vs. affluent school
communities. Both policy implications are interconnected with the continual and historical
marginalization of Black communities in the past and poised to continue this marginalization
unless policy places a serious lens on research studies such as this one to help enact policy
change at the national, state, and local government levels.
Participants' experiences in this study expose the consequences of high-stakes test failure.
High-stakes test failure not only has consequences for students but parents, teachers,
administrators, schools, and communities. As revealed in this study, these consequences often
add to the cyclical and historical marginalization of low-income Black people. Due to highstakes test failure, students and parents suffer from embarrassment, anxiety, angst, and anger;
their communities are continually labeled with the negative connotation of failing. When
communities are labeled as failing, such as the one in this study, more affluent families are likely
not to move into the area. Consequentially having less affluent residents is less attractive, new
home builders and businesses often lead to already marginalized communities, as many
interview participants explained and suggested by Cuthbert (2017), who asserts that the lack of
geographic capital in cities largely populated by marginalized Black are battling a never-ending
cycle of urban decay.
Policymakers must analyze past government policies such as A Nation at Risk, NCLB,
and current policy's emphasis on high stakes testing and address the intended and unintended
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consequences educational policy has in the historical consistent and continual marginalization of
minorities and marginalized citizens of the United States. As policymakers address the intended
and unintended consequences of high stakes testing on marginalized communities, they must
also use research studies such as this one to address the inequitable distribution of resources that
plagues low-income urban schools and students like the ones implicated in this study. As often
highlighted in this study, marginalized students do not fit into a one-size-fits-all model, and as
this study further highlighted, neither should the resources government entities afford them.
Implications of Findings for Future Research
In the researcher's review of the literature, Orfield (2006) suggests that the
implementation of high-stakes testing is only a fragment of American policy and norms that have
continued to disenfranchise Black people since the beginning of integration. Roberts (2015)
claims that America's Testing Industrial Complex and Prison Industrial Complex work in unison
to marginalize Black People by forecasting incarceration within Black communities continually.
Additionally, Croft et al. (2015) assert that the Testing Industrial Complex has been a breeding
ground for educational inequities while fostering the marginalization of low-income Black
people by high-ranking government officials who legislate excessive high-stakes testing. This
current research study taking place in the shadow of past scholarly work such as Orfield,
Roberts, and Croft et al., implicated the need for future research that investigates the following:
1. What experiences do Black people currently incarcerated in prison have with high-stakes
test failure?
2. What experiences do low-income Black adults who are not college-educated have with
high-stakes test failure in their past?
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3. How are businesses in affluent and low-income communities economically impacted by
high-stakes test proficiency rates at their local schools?
In addition to uncovering the need for future research investigations regarding test failure
and incarceration, current adults' experiences with high-stakes test failure when they were
students, and how high-stakes test proficiency rates impact local economies, the completion of
this research study provides the future researcher with baseline data and scholarly literature
regarding the effects of high-stakes testing on low-income Black students. Specifically, their
experiences with failure and how their parents engage their experiences with failure by placing a
scholarly lens on how high-stakes test failure increases disinterest in school, causes students to
lose confidence in teacher practitioners and affects their lives outside of school.
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Tables

Table 1
Research Demographic Data for Each Site
Race/Ethnicity:

Site 1

Site 2

Number of Students

1366

1081

Black

91%

91.3%

Hispanic

6%

5.8%

Multiracial

1%

1.2%

White

< 1%

1%

American Indian/Alaskan

< 1%

<1%

Asian/Pacific Islander

< 1%

<1%

Limited English Proficiency

3.4%

3.7%

Students with Disabilities

15.1%

13.6%

Economically Disadvantaged

89%

80%

Sub Group:
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Table 2
Student Inclusion and Exclusion Requirements
Student Requirements

Inclusion

Exclusion

Beginning or Developing Learner in Both
ELA and Math (524 Scale score or lower)

Proficient or Distinguished Learner in
Either ELA or Math (525 scale score or
higher)

Free/Reduced Lunch Program Participant

Not Eligible for Free or Reduced Lunch

African American

White, Hispanic, Asian, or Indian

Table 3
Parent Inclusion and Exclusion Requirements
Parent Requirements

Inclusion

Exclusion

Guardian of a Beginning or Developing
Learner in Both ELA and Math (524 Scale
score or lower)

Guardian of a Proficient or Distinguished
Learner in Either ELA or Math (525 scale
score or higher)

Income Eligible Free/Reduced Lunch
Program Participant

Not Income Eligible for Free or Reduced
Lunch

Guardian of an African American Student

Guardian of Only a White, Hispanic,
Asian, or Indian student
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Table 4
Guiding Ethical Principals

Principal
Autonomy/Informed Consent

Beneficence/Voluntary Participation

Description

All participants will be treated with respect.
Participants will be fully informed of the process,
consent will be attained, and communication will
be transparent while easy to interpret.

Participants will have freedom of choice.
The research will be coercion-free, nonconsequential, and anonymity will not be breached.

Justice/Do No Harm

All participants will be treated fairly as the
research process will be free of neglect and abuse.
The research process will cause no mental or
physical harm.

Confidentiality

Identities will remain unavailable and inaccessible
to anyone outside of the researcher.

Anonymity

Privacy will be maintained at all times.
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Only information relevant to the study will be used.
Relevancy will not be skewed or altered at any
point in the research process.
Additionally, focus on the initial intent of the data
collection and evaluation instrument will be
maintained.

Table 5
Participants
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Appendices A Figures

Figure 1
Organization of Study

Figure 2
Conceptual Framework Map
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Figure 3
Application of Theoretical Framework
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Figure 4
NCLB Strategies for 100 Percent Proficiency

NCLB Strategies to Reach 100 Percent Student Proficiency

Source: No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, Public Law 107-110-Jan 8, 2002.
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Figure 5
Context the Phenomenographic Informed Study

Figure 6
Virtual/Online Interview Support

The e-interview in Qualitative
Research. In Advancing Research
Methods with New Technologies
Bampton et. al (2013)

A Critical Exploration of Face-to-Face
Interviewing vs. Computer-Mediated
Interviewing
Curasi (2001)

Online Qualitative
Interview Support
Online Data Collection as Adaptation
in Conducting Quantitative and
Qualitative Research During the
COVID-19 Pandemic
Moises (2020)

Skype Interviewing: The New
Generation of Online Synchronous
Interview in Qualitative Research
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Figure 7
Potential Experienced Variances
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Figure 8
Data Coding Process

Figure 9
Illustration Worldview as Connected to Researcher Goals
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Figure 10
Emergent Codes

Figure 11
Emergent Code Conceptualization
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Figure 12
Variations in Findings

173

HIGH-STAKES TESTING

174
Appendices B
Recruitment Script
Recruitment Script

Hello, ________________________ my name is Mr. Tuqwan Taylor. In addition to being a
school administrator, I am a doctoral student at Kennesaw State University in the Educational
Leadership department. I am conducting research on The Effects of High Stakes Test Failure
on Low Income Black Students and I am inviting you to participate because as a 5th grader, your
child failed the math and reading sections of the 2018-2019 Georgia Milestone end-of-year
assessment.
Participation in the research study includes an interview for parents and both an interview and
brief survey for students about your experiences with high-stakes test failure. If you agree to
participate, the total time commitment needed will be no more than 30 – 45 minutes. Your input
is valuable to my overall research process and to parents and students who may deal high-stakes
test failure in the future.
If you have any questions or would like to participate in this research study, I can be
reached by email at _________________or by phone at (404) 660-0916. My Kennesaw State
dissertation chair Dr. Sheryl Croft can be reached at (404) 455-7795 or via email at
_________________ Thank you.
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Appendix C
Participant Informed Consent

Informed Consent for Participants

Dear Participant,
You and your child who is currently enrolled in middle school have been identified as a potential
research candidates for a doctoral research study entitled, The Effects of High Stakes Test
Failure on Low Income Black Students.
Purpose: This study aims to gain authentic insight into how end-of-year high-stakes test failure
affects students and their parents.
Participation Dates: November 1, 2021 – January 15, 2022
Possible benefits of this project are to provide scholarly insight into how to hedge and decrease
the negative effects of high-stakes test failure on students, parents, schools, and their
communities. There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts associated with this research study.
You and your child will not be forced into providing certain answers or making claims that have
not been experienced. Interviews will be conducted by the researcher and not your child’s
classroom instructor. Additionally, all of you and your child’s identifiable information will be
kept confidential and your name will not be included in the final research report.
You and your child’s participation in voluntary, and neither of you will be penalized in any
manner for not participating in this study. If you decide to participate or allow participation in
this research study and wish to discontinue at any point, you may do so without any type of
repercussion, penalty, harm or loss of benefits. Furthermore, you have the right to inspect any
data collection instrument or materials related to this study. If requested, your request will be
honored within a reasonable time period after the request is received.
Again, this letter serves as a formal request for you and your child to participate in an interview
and survey in-person or via the online applications of Microsoft TEAMS, Zoom, or Skype. As a
part of this study I will need to look into your child’s specific demographic data and Georgia
Milestone test scores from 2018-2019. Attached is a copy of the questions that will be asked
during the interview and survey process. With online interviews and surveys, your IP address
may be requested. For confirmation, or should you have any questions before completion, please
feel free to respond to this email/letter or contact me via phone (404) 660-0916, call or text, or
via email at ________________________. If needed you may also contact my Kennesaw State
University dissertation chair Dr. Sheryl Croft at _______________________or via email at
________________________I am requesting participation from you and your child. Thank you
for your participation or consent in advance, and I assure you that all information shared during
this process will remain confidential.
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If you agree to participate and/or to allow your child to participate in this research study, please
complete the information below:
_____________________
________________________
_______
Parent Participant’s Name
Parent Participant’s Signature
Date
_____________________
_______________________________
_______
Student Participant’s Name
Parent Signature for Student Participant Date
Please return to Mr. Tuqwan Taylor by October 15, 2021
Sincerely,
Tuqwan C. Taylor Ed.S.
Primary Researcher
Doctoral Candidate of Kennesaw State University
Yes, please use my information to contact me in the future. My preferred email address is
_________________________________.
No, I am not interested in future contact.
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Appendix D
Researched School District IRB Approval
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Appendix E
Kennesaw State University IRB Approval

From: do-not-reply@cayuse.com <do-not-reply@cayuse.com>
Sent: Thursday, September 9, 2021 10:34 AM
To: Sheryl Croft <scroft10@kennesaw.edu; Tuqwan Taylor <ttaylo90@students.kennesaw.edu
Subject: [EXTERNAL] IRB-FY21-667 - Initial: Initial Submission - Expedited
Sep 9, 2021 10:34:06 AM EDT
Tuqwan Taylor
EDU-Educational Leadership
Re: Expedited Review - Initial - IRB-FY21-667 A Phenomenographical Study; The Effects of
High-Stakes Test Failure on Low Income Black Students
Dear Dr. Tuqwan Taylor:
The Kennesaw State University Institutional Review Board has rendered the decision below for
A Phenomenographical Study; The Effects of High-Stakes Test Failure on Low Income Black
Students.
Decision: Approved
Selected Category: 7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but
not limited to, research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication,
cultural beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, interview, oral
history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or quality assurance
methodologies.
Findings:
Research Notes:
Internal Notes:
Sincerely,
Kennesaw State University Institutional Review Board

CAUTION: This email originated from outside of KSU. Use caution replying or supplying
information, clicking links or opening attachments. If you suspect the message is fraudulent,
contact the UITS Service Desk at 470-578-6999 or abuse@kennesaw.edu.
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Appendix F
Participant Interview Protocol

Parent and Student Demographic Questionnaire (Pre-Interview)
1. What is the student's gender?
•
•

Male
Female

2. What is the student's ethnicity?
o
o
o
o
o
o

White
Hispanic/Latino
Black or African American
Native American/American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Other

3. Georgia Milestone test(s) the student failed in 5th grade?
o
o
o
o

Math
Reading/Language Arts
Science
Social Studies

4. Student's current household size (all adults and children)?
o
o
o

1-3
4-9
10 or more

5. What is the student's parent(s)/guardian(s) gross annual income?
•
•
•
•
•
•

$0 – $20,000
$20,000 - $40,000
$40,000 - $60,000
$60,000 - $80,000
$80,000 - $100,000
Over $100,000
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Parent Interview Protocol
Research Questions:
1. In what ways have 8th-grade students who failed in the 5th grade experienced failure on highstakes tests in a predominantly Black, low-income urban school?
2. In what ways do parents engage this phenomenon of student failure on high-stakes tests?
Test Preparation
1. Describe any communication or resources you received regarding class preparation from your
child's teacher before the 5th-grade milestones test?
2. Based on your experience as a parent, can you explain if your child's teacher taught only to
pass the milestone or for your child to actually learn the class content?
3. Describe how you felt as a parent as you prepared your child to take the Georgia milestone test
in 5th grade?
During Test Administration
4. On days your child participated in taking the milestone tests, describe what you observed
about them physically, mentally, and emotionally.
5. On days your child took the milestones tests did you and your child have any dialogue about
potential failure? If so, please explain.
After Getting a Failing Score Report
6. Give your definition of what it means for a student to fail.
7. From your perspective, in what ways did your child's teacher and school prepare them for the
milestone tests they failed?

8. From your perspective, in what ways did your child's teachers and school not prepare them for
the milestone test they failed?

9. In detail, describe how your student failing the milestones test made you feel as a parent.

10. In detail, describe how you observed your child's teachers and school treated them after they
failed the milestones test.
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11. In detail, describe how you observed your child's peers and family treated them after they
failed the milestone test.
12. Is there anything else you would like to share during this interview about your experience as
a parent/guardian of a student who failed the Georgia Milestone test in 5th-grade?

Student Interview Protocol
Research Questions:
1. In what ways have 8th-grade students who failed in the 5th grade experienced failure on highstakes tests in a predominantly Black, low-income urban school?
2. In what ways do parents engage this phenomenon of student failure on high-stakes tests?
Test Preparation
1. Describe any communication or resources you received regarding class preparation from your
teacher prior to taking the 5th-grade milestones test.
2. Based on your experience as a student, can you explain if your teacher taught only for you to
pass the milestone or to actually learn the class content?
3. Describe how you felt as you prepared to take the Georgia milestone test in 5th grade.
During Test Administration
4. On days you participated in taking the milestone tests, describe how you felt physically,
mentally, and emotionally.
5. On days you participated in taking the milestones tests, did you have any thoughts about
potential failure? If so, please explain.
After Getting a Failing Score Report
6. Give your definition of what it means for a student to fail.

7. From your perspective, in what ways did your teacher and school prepare you for the milestone tests
you failed?
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8. From your perspective, how did your teachers and school not prepare you for the milestone test you
failed?

9. In detail, describe how failing the milestones test made you feel as a student?

10. In detail, describe how your teachers and school treated you after failing the milestones test.

11. In detail, describe how your family and peers treated you after you failed the milestone test.

12. Is there anything else you would like to share during this interview about your experience as a student
who failed the Georgia Milestone test in 5th grade?

